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ABSTRACT 
There are over 13 million children and adolescents in poverty in the United States 
today. These children and adolescents are likely to remain poor throughout their life, and 
are less likely to be upwardly mobile than their middle-income peers. Although structural 
change is needed in order to redress economic immobility on a large scale, informal 
mentoring may be one small person-level intervention that can help promote mobility. 
Informal mentoring (positive relationships with caring non-parental adults), has already 
been associated with key building blocks to economic success, including educational 
attainment and early employment. This dissertation is the first study to examine if 
informal mentors can promote economic mobility for adolescents, asking (1) is informal 
mentorship associated with upward mobility? and (2) do some mentoring relationships 
promote upward mobility more than others? 
This study uses data from three waves of the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent Health (AddHealth). Research Question 1 uses propensity score matching to 
isolate the effect of informal mentoring on economic mobility, both for low-income and 




series of logistic regressions to determine (a) types of informal mentoring relationships 
and (b) whether some types better promote economic mobility for low-income youth.  
Findings from this dissertation demonstrate that some, but not all, informal 
mentors can promote economic upward for low-income youth. Simply having a mentor 
did not promote mobility for low-income youth. In order to be upwardly mobile, they 
needed to have a "capital" mentor, i.e., someone who comes from outside their immediate 
social circle and connects them to other important relationships and resources. These are 
in contrast with "core" mentors, long-standing, important relationships from within the 
family that provide emotional support.  
This dissertation shows that some mentors can, in fact, make a difference for low-
income adolescents' economic outcomes in adulthood. Low-income youth, however, 
were less likely to have an informal mentor, and only 45% of those who were mentored 
had the type that could promote mobility. Findings from this dissertation suggest that 
those who are interested in promoting economic mobility for low-income youth should 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
In 2016, close to one-fifth of American children were living in poverty (Semega, 
Fontenot & Kollar, 2017). These millions of children are likely to remain poor 
throughout their lives, and are less likely to be upwardly mobile than their middle-income 
peers (Ratcliffe, 2015; Mitnik, Bryant, Weberb & Grusky, 2015). These truths fly against 
the narrative of the American Dream that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed. 
They also represent an important issue of social justice, as all young people deserve to 
have the opportunity to succeed regardless of their family background and to not be 
impeded by structural barriers to mobility.  
Many efforts have been made to promote upward mobility (see Brown, 2016; 
Ellwood et al., 2016). Although there has been some progress, an issue as complicated as 
economic immobility requires efforts on an array of levels. Among a number of 
promising new directions, recent evidence points to positive relationships with caring 
adults during adolescence as potentially promoting upward mobility (Bogle et al., 2016). 
Positive relationships with those in the community may lead to educational attainment 
and employment, essential building blocks economically mobile people typically have. 
One source of positive relationships are informal mentors, who are caring, non-parental 
adults whom the youth identify as providing support (Sykes, Gioviano, & Piquero, 2014). 
These mentors have already been associated with key building blocks to mobility, namely 
increased educational attainment (Miranda-Chan, Fruiht, Dubon, & Wray-Lake, 2016), 
workforce participation (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005a), and asset accrual in young 





Informal mentors may be particularly well-suited to promote upward mobility for 
low-income young people. Although low-income youth may be less likely than their 
middle-income peers to report an informal mentor, the associations between informal 
mentoring and educational attainment are stronger for this group (Erickson, McDonald, 
& Elder, 2009). Informal mentorship and the connections made via the mentoring 
relationship could be used to compensate for the lack of resources low-income youth 
have to pursue economic upward mobility.   
There may also be some types of mentors that are better-suited to promote 
economic mobility for low-income young people. Previous research has demonstrated 
that mentors from outside the family, who the young person feels close to, whom they 
have known the young person for a long time, and who sees them often are in the best 
position to promote positive change (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005b; Ashtiani & Feliano, 
2018; Thomason & Zand, 2010; Zimmerman et al., 2005; Whitney, Hendricker & Offutt, 
2011; Hurd, Varner, & Rowley, 2013). Additionally, there may be important variations in 
the support mentors provide. The social support literature suggests that relationships 
providing instrumental, informational, and emotional support may promote economic 
mobility through a direct association between these types of social support and essential 
building blocks of mobility (e.g., educational attainment and employment opportunity) 
(Chan, 2017; Greeson, Usher, & Grinstein-Weiss, 2010; Sterrett, Jones, Mckee, & 
Kincaid, 2011; Wentzel, Russell & Baker, 2016). Additionally, the social capital 
literature suggests that mentors may promote upward mobility in young people by 





person's feelings of connectedness to an institution of group, in the workplace 
specifically, leads to more opportunities for promotion (Ghosh & Reio 2013). Bridging 
capital, which connects a young person to new resources they did not have access to 
before, is linked to educational attainment and employment (Erickson et al., 2009; Chu, 
Saucier & Hafner, 2010; Brewster & Bowen, 2004). Although these are early indications 
that the type of support provided might matter in mentors' ability to promote economic 
success, more research is needed to further explore the kinds of mentors young people 
have and to better understand if and how these mentors can promote mobility.  
Purpose of the Study  
Mentoring researchers and practitioners have long suggested that mentoring has 
the potential to promote economic upward mobility (Albright & Hurd, 2017; Freedman, 
1993). Research to date, however, has not yet specifically examined whether informal 
mentoring does, in fact, help young people to advance economically. Although previous 
research has established important differences among mentoring relationships, we do not 
yet know if some relationships are better suited to promote economic mobility through 
the provision of certain types of social support and social capital. The present study is the 
first to use a quasi-experimental design to determine whether informal mentors promote 
upward mobility for youth in low-income households and neighborhoods. This study will 
also examine if there are different types of mentoring relationships, and if some types of 
relationships better support economic mobility than others. The overarching purpose of 
this study is to directly answer if, and under what circumstances, informal mentoring 





Organization of the Dissertation 
 This dissertation is organized into eight chapters. Following this chapter, the 
background chapter describes what informal mentoring is and outlines why these 
relationships may be able to promote economic mobility. The third chapter reviews 
previous research connecting informal mentoring to building blocks essential to 
economic mobility, and examines the potential for informal mentoring to promote 
upward mobility specifically for low-income youth. Chapter four examines the potential 
mechanisms through which mentoring may promote mobility, utilizing theory and 
research on social capital and social support. The fifth chapter outlines central research 
questions of the study. . Chapter six describes the methods of the study. The seventh 
chapter presents findings for two primary research questions, and their sub-questions. 
The final chapter considers how these findings contribute to the current literatures on 
mentoring and mobility. This concluding chapter also reviews limitations of this study 






CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND 
In 2016, 18% of American children were living in poverty, defined for a 
household of four as living with an annual income of less than $24,755 (Semega, 
Fontenot & Kollar, 2017). Although this is just one snapshot in time, up to 39% of all 
American children will experience poverty at some point during their childhood 
(Ratcliffe, 2015). Childhood poverty is linked to low educational attainment, 
socioemotional issues, and development delays. Poor families are likelier to be exposed 
to food insecurity, homeless, and unsafe neighborhoods. They are also likelier than their 
middle-income peers to have poorer health and access to health care (American 
Psychological Association, 2018).  
With all of these poor outcomes linked to poverty, it is critical to note that 
mobility from poverty is very difficult. Even a child who spent just one year in poverty is 
less likely to have a high school diploma, a key step towards economic success (Ratcliffe, 
2015). Children who experienced any childhood poverty are less likely to be 
economically mobile than their middle-income peers (Chetty et al., 2016c; Mitnik et al., 
2015) and are more than five times likelier to remain poor in adulthood than to make it to 
the top income quintile (McDermott, 2018). The associations between childhood poverty 
and upward mobility are cumulative: each year of childhood spent in poverty lowers an 
individual's chances of being upwardly mobile, as they are less likely to be consistently 
employed or in school (Ratcliffe & Cancian Klash, 2017). 
Young people should not be restrained by their family’s socioeconomic 





based on their talents and interests. Yet we know that this is currently not the case: family 
socioeconomic background matters a great deal in determining one's economic livelihood 
in adulthood, especially for those in poverty (Mitnik et al., 2015). Pathways out of 
poverty are crucial, then, to promoting a just society where children have equal 
opportunity to succeed. Although the promotion of free intergenerational mobility, with 
no association between family socioeconomic background and economic livelihood in 
adulthood, requires major shifts on structural levels, positive relationships such as those 
provided through informal mentorship may be an individual-level pathway that can help 
children in poverty have an equal opportunity to achieve the economic success they 
desire.  
Persistent immobility also disproves the idea of the U.S. being a land of equal 
opportunity. Since the term "the American Dream" was first coined in 1931, it has 
become a persistent cultural ethos, a wish list of sorts, with a consistent main tenet being 
the idea that each generation can achieve more than their parents (Samuel, 2012). Yet we 
know this tenet of the American Dream is no longer true: the chances that a child earns 
more than their parents has decreased in the past 40 years, especially for low-income 
families (Chetty et al., 2016a).  
Efforts to promote mobility  
In light of these problems, efforts at many different levels have been made to 
promote upward mobility. Informal mentoring is one small person-level intervention that 
can influence economic mobility by potentially increasing young people’s attainment of 





educational attainment, early employment and asset accrual. Informal mentoring fits on 
the most micro-level of a six-level scale of interventions that promote upward mobility, 
defined by Ellwood and his colleagues (2016). These levels are not always mutually-
exclusive, as an intervention may fit into more than one of the levels presented here.  A 
figure representing the six levels of efforts to promote mobility can be found in Appendix 
Figure 1.  
Moving from the most macro-level downwards, the first level at which mobility 
interventions work is the recent call to combine big data sources, such as income, 
housing, and healthcare data, in hopes of providing timely information on mobility and 
sparking new innovation. Another macro-level effort is that of economic or political 
changes, such as policies that promote individual asset accrual or federal grants to pursue 
higher education.  
On a regional level, partnerships among key stakeholders, such as community 
leaders, businesses, and local government, can develop to promote mobility in a 
particular area. Other types of programs focus on alleviating the effect of neighborhood 
poverty, by either addressing issues in the neighborhood itself, or providing opportunities 
for residents to access essentials (e.g., education, medical care, housing) outside the 
neighborhood. More micro-level programs engage individuals and families over time, 
with the aim of providing a comprehensive pathway to mobility. These tend to involve an 
assigned case manager who works to find the right combination of resources that could 
help a particular individual or family, ranging from housing vouchers and educational 





al., 2016).  
The final type of mobility program, as defined by Ellwood et al. (2016), is an 
effort that targets "one or several interrelated elements in the long chain of events, 
institutions, and outcomes that lead to mobility" (Ellwood et al., 2016, p. 5). Such 
programs focus on one or a few of the key building blocks typically needed for an 
individual to be upwardly mobile. Examples of building blocks to mobility are college 
enrollment, educational attainment, early employment, and asset accrual in adulthood. 
Informal mentoring has been demonstrated to influence some of these building blocks for 
mobility (Erickson, McDonald, Elder, 2009; DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005a) and thus fits 
in to Ellwood et al.'s conceptualization of the many ways we can work to promote 
economic mobility.  
Informal mentoring 
Informal mentoring relationships are naturally-occurring relationships between 
youth and non-parental adults (Sterrett, Jones, Mckee, & Kincaid, 2011) who care about 
the young person and to whom the young person can turn to for support (Sykes, 
Gioviano, & Piquero, 2014). The role of informal mentors may be fulfilled by a variety of 
adults, including teachers, extended family members, coaches, neighbors, or other 
community members. Connections between youth and mentors may be of shorter or 
longer duration and may offer a range of supports, such as companionship, instrumental 
support, or deep emotional bonds (Spencer, 2007).  
There has been a great deal of interest in informal youth mentoring from many 





McDonald, Elder, 2009), psychology (Hurd, Varner, & Rowley, 2013; Miranda-Chan, 
Fruiht, Dubon, & Wray-Lake, 2016; Liao & Sanchez, 2016), public health (DuBois & 
Silverthorn, 2005a; Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, & Behrendt, 2005), and social work 
(Spencer, 2007). In social work, informal mentoring has been identified as a possible 
means to address the Grand Challenge of social isolation (Lubben et al., 2017). In these 
many studies, informal mentors have taken on different names, including natural mentors 
(DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005a), important nonparental adults (Bowers et al., 2012), and 
very important people or VIPs (Greenberger, Chen, & Beam, 1998).  
The root of this wide-ranging interest lies in part in Werner and Smith's influential 
longitudinal study (2001), which followed a cohort of high-risk children through 
adulthood. One of their many findings on what builds resilience in youth was the 
presence of a caring adult who serves as a mentor. From this initial finding, scholars 
interested in resilience, positive youth development, and health have all studied the 
potential power of informal mentoring (Hurd, Varner, & Rowley, 2013; Bowers et al, 
2012, DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005a). It is important to note, however, that no study to 
date has directly examined informal mentoring and economic upward mobility as a 
desired outcome.  
Informal mentoring vs. formal mentoring 
There are key differences between informal and formal mentoring. Formal 
mentoring involves a program or agency matching a young person to a mentor they 
usually do not know, based on like qualities (Pryce, Kelly, & Guidone, 2014; Schwartz, 





the formal mentoring model, including the mismatching of adult-youth pairs (Spencer et 
al., 2017), trouble forming a meaningful connection (Freedman, 1993) and relationships 
ending early and unexpectedly (Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh, & Drew, 2017). 
Young people in informal mentoring relationships are able to select their mentors based 
on their own specific and unique criteria. This process may be superior to the matching 
that takes place in formal mentoring, as it retains the youth's own voice and choice in 
determining the mentor. Research on a hybrid model of mentoring wherein youth select 
adults they already know to serve as their mentor in a formal mentoring program has 
found that youth tended to select adults whom they already trusted, felt comfortable with, 
and who could encourage them the most (Spencer et al., 2017). Perhaps because of youth 
agency, informal mentoring relationships tend to last longer and be closer, according to 
the youth, than formal mentoring relationships (Thompson, 2017).  
Informal mentoring relationships are also more prevalent than formal ones. One 
study found that 62% of youth had an informal mentoring relationship, compared to just 
15% who reported having a formal mentoring relationship (Bruce & Bridgeland, 2014). 
There are similar differences in prevalence when asking adults if they have mentored 
young people: 67% of those who reported mentoring someone in the past year did so 
informally, while only 31% did so through a formal program, (Oosthuizen, 2017). While 
coming from a low-income family is one of several risk factors associated with lower 
exposure to informal mentors, it is clear that many of these youth are still able to identify 
caring adults in their lives (Bruce & Bridgeland, 2014). 





income communities. A meta-analysis of formal mentoring shows a wide range of 
positive psychosocial and academic benefits (DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn, & 
Valentine, 2011). However, because of the prevalence of informal mentors, and their 
ability to provide long and meaningful relationships for young people, informal mentors 
may be in a better position to promote upward mobility.  
 The key timing of adolescence. 
Although informal mentorships can occur throughout the lifespan, informal 
mentoring during adolescence may be especially important for upward economic 
mobility. During this time, young people are making important decisions regarding their 
educational, occupational and economic futures by developing personal expectations and 
goals (Meltzer, Muir, & Craig, 2016). These decisions soon result in educational 
attainment and early employment that are a part of the building blocks leading to 
economic mobility (Ellwood et al., 2016). Informal mentors can provide support and 
role-modeling to these youth without serving as an unwelcomed authority figure, and 
ultimately influence the fundamental building blocks of mobility (Meltzer, Muir, & 
Craig, 2016). Previous research has linked informal mentorship to educational attainment 
and employment (Erickson, McDonald, Elder, 2009; DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005a), and 
thus it may act as a potential catalyst for mobility when used in this key stage of 






CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW   
Many studies have found informal mentoring to be associated with positive 
outcomes. Literature has established that informal mentoring is most commonly 
associated with psychosocial outcomes such as lower stress levels, higher life 
satisfaction, and lower rates of depression (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005a; Chang et al., 
2010; Munson & McMillen, 2009) and socioemotional outcomes, including improved 
social skills, perceived social support, and higher self-esteem (Van Dam et al., 2018; 
Miranda-Chan et al., 2016). These associations are strong and consistent across studies, 
suggesting that informal mentoring is positively correlated with positive psychosocial and 
socioemotional outcomes. 
Precursors to upward mobility 
Although previous research examining the benefits of informal mentoring has not 
focused specifically on upward mobility, studies have nonetheless pointed to associations 
between mentoring and some building blocks that are typically associated with economic 
mobility.  For instance, much attention has been paid to informal mentoring and 
educational outcomes: mentored youth are more likely to feel connected to their school 
(Black, Grenard, Sussman, & Rohrbach, 2010), have better grades (Chang et al., 2010), 
attend college (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005a; Reynolds & Parrish, 2017) and receive a 
bachelor’s degree (Miranda-Chan, Fruiht, Dubon, & Wray-Lake, 2016; Erickson, 
McDonald, Elder, 2009). Cumulatively, these studies, along with a 2018 meta-analysis 
(Van Dam et al.) suggest a strong and consistent relationship between having an informal 





Studies have expanded to also include other early indicators of upward mobility: 
mentored youth are more likely be employed in young adulthood (DuBois & Silverthorn, 
2005a), and have a bank account or own a car (Greeson, Usher, & Grinstein-Weiss, 
2010). While the focus on educational outcomes of informal mentoring is still the 
strongest, the findings regarding employment and asset accrual are important evidence 
for the potential for informal mentoring to promote economic mobility.  
Informal mentors for low-income youth 
Importantly, these associations between mentorship and early indicators of 
upward mobility may be more pronounced for youth from poor and working-class 
families than from those in middle and upper classes (Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 
2009; Reynolds & Parrish, 2018). In one study, a low-income child was twice as likely to 
graduate college when mentored. This is in contrast to previous literature that 
demonstrates consistent but small associations between informal mentoring and college 
completion for middle-income children (Reynolds & Parrish, 2018).  This suggests that 
youth from low-income families benefit more from mentorship than those who may have 
a plethora of positive resources in their life.  
Cumulatively, these studies suggest that the potential influence of informal 
mentors on mobility may be most pronounced for those youth who are facing a 
disadvantage of some kind (family structure, income, etc.) and/or are a racial ethnic 
minority. Concerning the focus of the present study, this literature would suggest that 
informal mentoring may be more strongly associated with upward mobility for low-





more available, but with smaller effect sizes (Erickson et al., 2009). 
Differences in prevalence and nature of informal mentoring relationships  
  Despite the association between informal mentoring and a wide range of positive 
attributes, many of which are important early indicators of upward mobility, previous 
research has established some important differences in who receives mentorship and the 
quality of relationship based on both household- and neighborhood-level poverty.  
Reporting an informal mentor. In order to appreciate how informal mentors 
promote positive outcomes, it is important to first understand which youth receive such 
mentorship. Black non-Hispanic youth and girls are most likely to be mentored (Bruce & 
Bridgeland, 2014) as are youth who have a two-parent home with educated parents 
(Erickson et al., 2009) and not on public assistance (McDonald & Lambert, 2014). Place 
matters, as having lived in safe neighborhoods (Miranda-Chan, Fruiht, Dubon, Wray-
Lake, 2016) and neighborhoods with higher rates of white, employed individuals not 
receiving public assistance and living above the poverty line (McDonald & Lambert, 
2014) are all associated with a greater chance of reporting a mentor. A young person’s 
participation in hobbies, organizations, and religious services also leads to higher rates of 
informal mentorship (Thompson & Greeson, 2017; Schwartz, Chan, Rhodes, & Scales, 
2013). Individual qualities such as prosocial behavior (Hagler, 2017), a secure attachment 
style (Zinn, Palmer, & Nam, 2017), and a likeable personality (Erickson et al., 2009) are 
associated with having a natural mentor, as does having more friends (Erickson et al., 
2009).  





young people from more advantaged homes and communities as more likely to have an 
informal mentor. It is important then, that any study considering outcomes of informal 
mentoring address the many qualities that are associated with which youth are mentored, 
in order to truly isolate the effect of mentoring itself. For example, as noted above, 
studies have shown that informal mentoring is associated with educational attainment 
(Miranda-Chan, Fruiht, Dubon, & Wray-Lake, 2016). One could assume that informal 
mentoring had a causal relationship with educational attainment if they did not first 
consider the role of parental education. Parental education is strongly linked to both 
having an informal mentor and completing college (Erickson et al., 2009). Without 
addressing this confounding factor directly, it would be easy to over-estimate the effect of 
informal mentoring itself. Importantly, three published studies use advanced 
methodological design to address these confounding factors (McDonald & Lambert 2014; 
Sykes, Gioviano, & Piquero, 2014, Hagler & Rhodes, 2018). 
Nature of informal mentoring relationships. Studies have also established that 
mentoring relationships differ in some important ways, and by extension, that some 
relationships may promote mobility better than others. Mentoring relationships differ on 
how the mentor and mentee met, how often they see each other, how long they have 
known each other, how close the youth feels to the mentor, and what kinds of support the 
mentor offers the youth. Despite non-parental family members being the most commonly 
reported informal mentor (Varga & Zaff, 2018), youth who report a mentor from outside 
the family (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005b; Ashtiani & Feliciano, 2018) and who feel close 





better psychosocial and educational outcomes. Additionally, youth who indicate they 
have known their mentor for longer (Whitney, Hendricker & Offutt, 2011) and who also 
see their mentor frequently (Hurd, Varner, & Rowley, 2013) tend to have better 
psychosocial outcomes than youth in shorter relationships with less frequent contact.  
Only one study has examined how the nature and quality of a mentoring 
relationship differ by the young person's level of economic disadvantage. This study 
found that economically disadvantaged youth are more likely to have a close mentor from 
within the family who provided practical support over career advice (Raposa et al., 2018). 
This is an important finding, as mentors from within the family may be less likely to 
promote upward mobility, as they are likely to have the same economic circumstances as 
the young person (Albright & Hurd, 2017). Further study is needed to decipher how 
relationships differ by income, and how these variations may differentially promote 
economic upward mobility.   
Consideration of neighborhood income.  A young person's neighborhood 
context is associated with their chance of being mentored and their chance of being 
economically mobile. Young people living in under-resourced neighborhoods are also 
unlikely to be upwardly mobile (Chetty & Hendren, 2016a; Chetty, & Hendren, 2016b; 
Chetty, Hendren, Kline & Saez, 2014b; Goldsmith, Britton, Reese, & Velez, 2017). Low-
income children are more likely to live in neighborhoods with higher crime and drug use 
(Abelev, 2009). Young people from these neighborhoods are more likely to have lower 
tests scores (McCullock & Joshi, 2001), drop out of high school, and be unemployed 





resourced neighborhoods, the less likely a young person is to be mobile (Ellwood & 
Patel, 2018; Goldsmith, Britton, Reese, & Velez, 2017; Ratcliffe & Cancian Klash, 
2017). Although informal mentors may be in a position to lessen the effects of 
neighborhood poverty, no study to date has directly assessed whether informal mentors 
can promote upward mobility in high-poverty neighborhoods. 
Because young people living in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods are 
less likely to be mentored and less likely to be upwardly mobility, it is important to 
consider the role of neighborhood context when examining economic mobility as an 
outcome of informal mentoring. For example, studies show that those who are mentored 
have a higher chance of completing high school (Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009). 
One could assume that informal mentoring caused this early indicator of economic 
upward mobility, if they did not first consider that those living in higher-income 
neighborhoods are also more likely to graduate high school in the first place (Goldsmith, 
Britton, Reese, & Velez, 2017). Thus, it may be important to control for not only 
household income, but neighborhood poverty, when examining the direct association 
between informal mentoring and upward mobility.  
Although under-resourced youth from economically disadvantaged 
neighborhoods may be less likely to be mentored (Erickson et al., 2009) and less likely to 
be mobile (Mitnik et al., 2015, Chetty & Hendren, 2016a), previous studies suggest that 
when mentored, especially when mentored by those from outside the family, they make 
far greater strides than their more-resourced peers (Erickson et al., 2009). This means that 





compensate for the lack of other resources their peers have, such as expansive connected 
social networks. Importantly, although this compensatory effect has been demonstrated 
on educational outcomes, it has not yet been examined on actual economic upward 
mobility. Cumulatively, the literature shows that informal mentors may be an important 
but scarce resource in promoting economic mobility for low-income youth, may 
differentially support economic mobility for middle-income youth, and that there may be 
important differences among mentoring relationships, some of which may better promote 






CHAPTER 4: ROLE OF SOCIAL CAPITAL AND SOCIAL SUPPORT 
Informal mentors may promote economic mobility for adolescents through the 
provision of social capital and social support. Social capital is defined as the total number 
of resources (e.g., connections, support) that people have access to through their social 
relationships. Social support is a category of resources provided through social 
relationships and is considered by many to be one important form of social capital 
(Briggs, 1998; Saegert & Carpiano, 2017). In this chapter, I define the foundational 
concepts associated social capital and social support, and what distinguishes them from 
one another. This chapter culminates in a conceptual framework that delineates ways 
mentors can promote mobility as outlined in these two literatures.    
Social Capital 
Social capital, or the total number of resources garnered through social 
relationships, may be one of the mechanisms through which informal mentoring could 
promote upward mobility for low-income youth by allowing the young person to gain 
access to new social networks and resources they would not be connected to otherwise. 
Social capital is defined by the sum total of resources garnered through relationships 
(Bordieu, 1985), or the amount of access you have to helpful resources like connections, 
capital, advice, or emotional support. These relationships can be with individuals (e.g., a 
priest), groups (e.g., fellow parishioners) or institutions (e.g., the church). Any 
relationship that provides access to resources thus provides social capital (Coleman, 
1988), especially if that resource could not have been accessed without the relationship 





An individual's access to social capital, the total number of resources garnered 
through social relationships, is determined largely by their socioeconomic status and 
racial ethnic makeup (Putnam, 2015). Because of persistent economic segregation in this 
country, low-income young people may only have access to those who are in similar 
economic circumstances as themselves (Albright & Hurd, 2017). Additionally, 
adolescents tend to only have access to social capital garnered through their relationships 
with their parents, parents' network, neighbors, and teachers (White & Glick, 2000). 
Low-income adolescents' access to social capital is thus restricted by their economic 
segregation, the homogeneity of their parents' network, and their limited access to other 
relationships (Putnam, 2015). Low-income youth have a clear disadvantage concerning 
the growth of social capital. An informal mentor, specifically one from outside the young 
person's community, thus, may play an important and unique role in expanding an 
adolescent's social capital by compensating for these limitations. 
There are two ways of operationalizing social capital that are especially relevant 
to low-income youth mentoring and upward mobility. The first is the work of Granovetter 
(1973) who defined strong vs. weak ties. Strong ties, typically found in relationships with 
family and friends, are marked by frequent interactions and strong emotional bonds 
(Rademacher & Wang, 2014; Gaddis, 2012). Weak ties are more typical of relationships 
with acquaintances and tend to be less strong and based on less frequent interactions. 
Although weak ties do not provide deep emotional bonds, they foster connections across 
groups and build large, sparsely connected networks (Rademacher & Wang, 2014). When 





ties for a few reasons. It is important to acknowledge the importance of the total sum 
resources garnered through relationships, while also acknowledging the relative 
importance of these different types of relationships. It is likely that these different types 
of relationships offer different types of supports, and are thus associated with varying 
outcomes. Of these two types of relationships, it is reasonable to think that weak ties are 
likely associated with upward mobility for low-income youth, as they are more apt to 
connect young people with those who are in better economic circumstances, and who 
thus have new and helpful resources to offer.  
Putnam (2000) extended the terminology of weak and strong ties to bridging and 
bonding capital. Bonding capital is typically provided through an emotionally close and 
long-standing relationship, and strengthens the individual's connection to a common 
community. For example, if a youth identifies a teacher as their informal mentor, that 
teacher can build on their common social network (e.g., the school community) and have 
the youth feel more connected to and a part of the school as a whole.  
Bridging capital, akin to weak ties, comes from relationships with acquaintances, 
and connects the individual to new resources, connections, and information they did not 
have access to before (Sullivan & Larson, 2009). This sort of capital provides access to 
social connections that extend across socioeconomic lines, and can provide access to 
economic or social resources (Varga & Zaff, 2017). In a relationship marked by bridging 
capital, the mentor serves as a "network broker" of sorts, connecting the youth to 
resources that may be important for upward mobility (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). Mentors 





a better position to provide bridging capital, connecting youth to opportunities that could 
promote upward mobility, including summer internships, help with college applications 
and college funding opportunities (Albright & Hurd, 2017).  
This provision of bridging capital may be especially important for the poorest and 
least mobile youth, as poor families generally have much smaller social networks than 
their middle-class counterparts (Putnam, 2015). Additionally, poor families' networks do 
not have as many employed, educated, middle-income adults who can naturally connect 
young people to important resources needed for mobility (Seelig, 2011). For example, 
families made up of two employed, educated, and middle-income parents naturally 
surround their children with a network of employed, educated, middle-income adults, 
who can provide the type of information sharing or networking that can lead to the 
children pursuing higher levels of education and higher wage employment (Seelig, 2011). 
A single parent who is overworked, underemployed, and socially isolated will have a 
harder time surrounding their children with these employed, educated, middle-income 
adults who could connect them with the kinds of opportunities that could result in higher-
wage employment (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). Thus, adolescents from low-income families 
often do not have access to the bridging capital needed for upward mobility (Stanton-
Salazar, 2011). 
The typology of bridging and bonding capital is superior to that of strong versus 
weak ties for the purposes of work on youth mentoring and upward mobility. This is 
because weak and strong ties are defined through soft indicators such as emotional 





and bonding capital, alternatively, are defined by active behavior: connecting to a 
common community or to new resources. This more closely maps on to the active pursuit 
of upward mobility, marked by behaviors such as enrolling in college or pursuing gainful 
employment. Bridging and bonding is thus the typology used in this study when 
considering social capital's role in mentoring and mobility.  
Social Support 
Although the social capital literature provides two important ways that mentors 
may be promoting positive outcomes from young people, especially low-income young 
people, it does not give proper attention to specific supports provided from the mentor to 
the adolescent. In order to fully grapple with the different ways mentors may be 
promoting upward mobility, one must consider social support, a specific kind of resource, 
in addition to social capital, the broader consideration of all resources available. Social 
support is broadly defined as “a flow of emotional concern, instrumental aid, information, 
and/or appraisal between people” (House, 1981, p. 26). It is a group of resources gained 
through social relationships that leads to a feeling of well-being (Harber et al., 2007) and 
feeling cared for (Cobb, 1976). Social support can also serve as a buffer against adverse 
outcomes (Cassel, 1974; Kerr & King, 2013). The concept of social support originally 
emerged from the health field, as a way to explain differences in health outcomes 
between those who were connected to others and those who were not (Casel, 1974). 
Social support literature is a convergence of a sociological focus on social networks and 
the psychology field's focus on cognitive processes, as social support exists within the 





Social support literature has long been used as a way to explain how mentors 
influence young people. Many definitions of mentorship, in fact, include an implication 
that mentors provide youth with social support. The following seminal definitions of 
mentoring relationships have embedded within them the notion that various forms of 
social support are part of what a mentor has to offer:  
"A mentoring relationship is where an adult provides ongoing guidance, 
instruction, and encouragement aimed at developing the competence and 
character of a protégé. (Rhodes, 2002)" and 
"A mentor is someone 1) that you could count on to be there for you, 2) that he or 
she believes in and care deeply about you, 3) that he or she inspires you to do 
your best and (4) that knowing him or her has really influenced what you do and 
the choices you make" (Rhodes, Contreras & Mangelsdorf, 1994 from Barrera & 
Bonds, 2005) 
Young people may feel supported by their informal mentor because they 
specifically sought out their support and may allow this person to provide role-modeling 
without feeling like another unwelcomed authority figure (Meltzer, Muir, & Craig, 2016). 
Having a positive mentoring relationship in turn, however, leads to a young person 
feeling increased perceived social support from other relationships in their lives (Barrera 
& Bonds, 2005; Britner, Randall, & Ahrens, 2013). Thus mentoring provides both direct 
social support and can influence perceived social support from others. Social support can 
take many forms, but the broader literature has generally converged to a few accepted 





attempt to operationalize the literature and promote consistency of its use across studies. 
They proposed 4 main domains of a socially supportive relationship: directive guidance, 
non-directive support, tangible assistance and positive social interaction. Over time, these 
have evolved into (1) informational support, or advice giving, as directive guidance, (2) 
emotional support or companionship as non-directive support, (3) instrumental support as 
tangible assistance, and (4) positive social interaction (i.e., comradery, friendship) 
(Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010). These are generally the categories used in studies on both 
mentoring and mobility (Barrera & Bonds, 2005; Sterrett, Jones, Mckee, & Kincaid, 
2011; Dominguez & Watkins, 2003).  
The Relationship between Social Capital and Social Support 
While social capital is a sum of who you know and what they have to offer, social 
support is a specific type of support they may offer. A key distinction between these two 
concepts is the scope of relationships considered. Social capital is comprised of all 
possible resources that can be accessed through social relationships with individuals, 
communities, and institutions. Social capital gives attention to larger social contexts (e.g., 
churches, schools, neighborhoods) as important aspects of one's social life. Those who 
study social support thus credit things like civic engagement and school involvement as 
important actions supporting social capital. Social support, conversely, focuses almost 
exclusively on relationships between two individuals. Social support literature dives deep 
into providers and receivers of social support. These providers and receivers know each 
other directly.  





contribute to our understanding of how informal mentors may help young people be 
economically mobile. Many authors consider social support to be one specific type of 
resource garnered through one's larger social capital (Briggs, 1998; Saegert & Carpiano, 
2017). This organization helps us better understand the breadth of ways mentors may be 
promoting positive outcomes in young people: a mentor may influence a young person's 
broader social network and/or may provide a more specific type of resource through their 
individual relationship: social support.  
Mechanisms of Change 
Considering the confluence of social capital and social support literatures, young 
people may be able to leverage the resources garnered through their relationships with 
their informal mentors to pursue upward mobility. Mentors may be providing both social 
capital (connecting youth to new resources or bolstering their attachment to a common 
institution) and social support (giving advice, tangible support, or encouragement) at the 
same time. This conceptual framework outlines the many mechanisms of change informal 
mentors may influence through their relationship with a young person.  
The first function mentors may serve in promoting upward mobility is increased 
perceived social support from other relationships, labeled mechanism A in Figure 1 
(Barrera & Bonds, 2005; Britner, Randall, & Ahrens, 2013). This is an important 
outcome indirectly leading to economic mobility for young people. If a young person has 
increased perceived social support from others, this may lead to the growth and 
maintenance of other important relationships. This highlights the ability of mentorship to 





The second function mentors play is the direct effect that social support has on 
essential building blocks to upward mobility (Ellwood et al., 2016). Young people who 
report receiving informational support from their mentor were more likely to own a car or 
bank account (Greeson, Usher, & Grinstein-Weiss, 2010). Those who report feeling 
emotionally supported have higher rates of academic competence (Sterrett, Jones, Mckee, 
& Kincaid, 2011) and strong academic outcomes (Wentzel, Russell & Baker, 2016). 
Additionally, adults who have achieved upward mobility are more likely to report 
instrumentally supportive relationships than those who were not mobile (Chan, 2017). 
Clearly, social support has a direct influence on some of the building blocks of mobility, 
labeled B in Figure 1.  
The third function mentors play in promoting upward mobility for young people 
is the direct effect the provision of social capital (both bridging and bonding capital) has 
on building blocks of mobility (Ellwood et al., 2016). Bonding capital from a mentor who 
is also a teacher could foster feelings of school connectedness, which has been 
demonstrated to lead to academic engagement and ultimately, educational attainment 
(Ashtiani & Feliciano, 2018; Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010). An employer could have a 
similar effect by providing bonding capital. If a young person feels connected to the 
workplace or mission of the work place through their mentoring relationships with their 
employer, they are likely to have higher job satisfaction and more opportunities for 
promotion (Ghosh &Reio 2013). Bridging capital can also have a direct effect on key 
links in the chain. Studies have shown that bridging mentors (commonly teachers and 





& Rhodes, 2018; Erickson et al., 2009; Chu, Saucier & Hafner, 2010; Brewster & 
Bowen, 2004). These direct effects from social capital to key links in the chain are 
labeled mechanism C in Figure 1 below.  
Bridging capital can also expand the young person's network by providing access 
to a new pool of adults. As a young person, having a mentor from outside your network 
grants you access to their network (Albright & Hurd, 2017). You may meet someone else 
who is willing to connect you with a needed resource, like a job interview or a tutor. This 
expansion of the young person's social network is an important mechanism to upward 
mobility, labeled D in Figure 1. 
The final way social capital may promote mobility is through the "multiplier 
effect" (Crul, Schneider, Keskiner & Lelie, 2015). The "multiplier effect," from the 
mobility literature, posits that each step taken towards growing your social network or 
pursuing upward mobility brings more opportunities towards the same goal. For example, 
if a young person uses their mentor who provides bridging capital to get an internship, 
they then meet more people through the internship that can act as resources and role 
models. These new people may end up serving as an informal mentor, a mechanism 
labeled E in the Figure 1 below. More broadly, however, having an informal mentor may 
fuel a young person’s confidence to continue in this network-oriented mindset (Schwartz 
et al., 2017). The informal mentor may not even need to introduce you to the new adult: a 
successful mentoring relationship may also garner youth the self-confidence and social 
skills needed to expand their network on their own (Albright & Hurd, 2017). This 





connect youth to new opportunities and resources that can lead to higher educational 
attainment and higher-wage work, could certainly lead to upward mobility.  
 







CHAPTER 5: PRESENT STUDY 
Despite promising preliminary findings, our understanding of the relationship 
between informal mentoring and upward mobility is limited. Few studies to date have 
examined the association between having an informal mentor as an adolescent, and 
adulthood outcomes (i.e., educational attainment, asset accrual and workforce 
participation) (Miranda-Chan, Fruiht, Dubon, & Wray-Lake, 2016; DuBois & 
Silverthorn; Greeson, Usher, & Grinstein-Weiss, 2010). None of these studies have 
measured upward mobility specifically, nor have they focused on the low-income youth 
or low-income neighborhoods. Stemming from this, there has also been no attention yet 
directly paid to which qualities of an informal mentoring relationship may be most 
effective in promoting upward mobility. Also stemming from the lack of focus on 
informal mentoring and upward mobility, no research to date has examined how mentors 
are associated with such positive change.  
The present study is the first to use a quasi-experimental design to pinpoint if and 
how informal mentors promote upward mobility for youth in low-income households and 
neighborhoods. This study is also the first to examine how mentoring relationships may 
differentially support economic mobility. This research will specifically address the 
following questions:  
Research Questions 






a. Is informal mentorship during adolescence associated with upward 
mobility for children born in the lowest income group? 
b. Is informal mentorship during adolescence associated with upward 
mobility for children born in middle-income groups?  
c. Is the association between informal mentorship and upward mobility 
stronger among adolescents living in geographic areas with higher rates of 
poverty? 
2. Do some mentoring relationships promote upward mobility more than others? 
a. Are there different types of mentoring relationships based on 
characteristics of the relationship, such as how mentors and mentees met, 
how long they have known each other, how often they see each other, how 
close the youth feels to the mentor?  
b. If so, do some relationships provide different kinds of social support and 
social capital than others? 
c. If there are different types of mentoring relationships, which of these 






CHAPTER 6: METHODS 
This chapter describes the nested mixed-methods approach taken to answer the 
research questions described above. This chapter starts with a description of the 
secondary data, then walks through each research question and sub-question outlining the 
methodologies used.  
Data 
To address these questions, this study used three waves of the restricted-use 
version of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (AddHealth). 
AddHealth is a multi-wave longitudinal, nationally representative study of youth who 
have been followed since adolescence through to adulthood. The AddHealth data were 
collected by sampling 80 high schools stratified across region, school type, urbanicity, 
ethnic mix, and school size during the 1994-1995 academic year. Fifty-two feeder 
schools (commonly middle schools whose students were assumed to go to these study 
high schools) were also sampled, resulting in a total of 132 sample schools. (Chen & 
Chantala, 2014, Harris, 2013). When sample high schools had grades 7 to 12, feeder 
schools were not recruited, as the lower grades served the role of feeding in younger 
students (Chen, 2014). Seventy nine percent of schools approached agreed to be in the 
study (Chen & Chantala, 2014). An in-school survey was then administered to over 
90,000 students from these 132 schools. This survey was given during a single day within 
a 45- to 60-minute class period (Chen & Chantala, 2014).  
Subsequent recruitment for in-home interviews was done by stratifying students 





stratum. This sampling method yielded a sample of 20,745 students in 7th to 12th grade, 
with oversampling of some minority racial ethnic groups, students with disabilities, and 
twins (Harris, 2018). Data were also collected from the parents of the in-home survey 
respondents, with an 85% success rate (Chen & Chantala, 2014). Wave 1 participants 
also reported their home address, which was then linked to a number of state-, county-, 
and Census tract-level variables from other sources.  
The present study used the school survey data, the in-home interview data, the 
parent survey data, and the data that was linked to state, county, and census-tracts, as 
described above. This study also used data from two subsequent waves of in-home 
interviews, specifically waves 3 and 4 (no new information relevant to the present study 
was collected in Wave 2). For each subsequent wave, AddHealth survey administrators 
recruited from the pool of Wave 1 respondents, no matter if they had responded to any 
wave since Wave 1.  
The present study used Wave 1 data for information about the youth’s 
socioeconomic status, social capital and other related variables. This wave collected from 
1994 to 1995, when most respondents were between 11 and 19 years old (n=20,745 
youth) (Harris, 2013). This study also used information from the third wave of in-home 
interview data, namely all questions on informal mentoring. This wave was collected in 
2001 and 2002 when the youth (N=15,197) were 18 to 26 years old. The fourth wave of 
data was collected in 2008 and 2009, when the respondents were 25 to 33 years old 
(n=15,701). Data from the fourth wave were used to calculate economic mobility, the key 





Dependent variable  
Upward mobility, the primary dependent variable through this dissertation study, 
compares Wave 1 and Wave 4 household incomes. Wave 1 income was collected as a 
continuous variable, with an average of $45,728, (N=15,351, SD=$51,616). Low-income 
respondents (with incomes below $25,000) had an average of $9,837 (N=3,049, 
SD=4,633). Wave 4 income was recorded as a categorical variable, however, where 
respondents indicated if they made under $5,000, between $5,000 and $10,000, between 
$10,000 and $15,000, etc. These categories were of different sizes, getting larger as the 
income grew larger. Therefore, in order to create comparable measures between Wave 1 
and Wave 4, both incomes were converted to 5 groups, (1) household income of less than 
$25,000, (2) household income of $25,000 to $49,999, (3) household income of $50,000 
to $74,000, (4) household income of $75,000 to $99,000, and (5) household income of 
over $100,000. Those who reported an income in Wave 1 of over $100,000 were not 
included in this analysis. The primary dependent variable, "mobility” was created by 
subtracting the respondent's Wave 1 household income group from their Wave 4 income 
group, resulting in a semi-continuous variable ranging from negative four to four. 
Respondents were then coded as upwardly mobile if this semi-continuous variable was 
coded 1 or higher and as not mobile otherwise. 
Defining low-, middle-, and high-income groups 
 Due to the limitation in the data described above, all incomes had to be converted 
in to categorical responses, with the smallest possible category size of $25,000 dollars. 





(c) $50,000 to $74,999, (d) $75,000 to $99,999, and (e) $100,000 and over. The "low-
income" respondents thus is anyone living in a household making under $25,000 in Wave 
1. "Middle-income" is defined as anyone living in a household making two-thirds to 
double the median income (Pew Research Center, 2016). In 1994, the median income for 
a family of four was $46,757 (US Bureau of Statistics, 1996). Thus, "middle-income" 
families would be those making between $30,860 and $93,514. Because I only have data 
available in $25,000 increments, I am defining middle-income families as those making 
between $25,000 and $100,000 a year in Wave 1. Those who reported an income in 
Wave 1 of over $100,000 were not included in this analysis (N of approximately 2,600). 
This is because the purpose of this study was to examine the relative influence of 
informal mentoring on mobility for low-income youth, in comparison to their middle-
income counterparts. High-income youth were not relevant to the current literature on 
promoting upward mobility and to the motivations of the study itself. 
Research Question 1: What is the relationship for adolescents between informal 
mentorship and upward economic mobility? 
Subsamples. Analyses for Research Questions 1a and 1b focus on whether 
informal mentorship is associated with upward mobility for low- and middle-income 
youth, respectively. Below are the detailed sampling procedures, variable selection and 
analytic strategy used to address each research question. A full description of how the 
sample sizes came to be, based on complete information from Wave 1, Wave 3, and 





Table 1: Sample description Research Question 1 
Variable Sample size  
Total universe of Wave 1 in-home interview 
data 
20,745 
Wave 1 income not missing* 15,351 
Wave 1 income of over $100,000 excluded  12,703  
Matching variables not missing  
 Demographics 11,861 
 Parental resources 10,739 
 Peer resources 8,058 
 Schools resources  7,955 
 Neighborhood resources 7,543 
 Personal resources 6,278  
Wave 3 mentoring variable not missing 4,472 
Wave 4 household income not missing  3,953 
Sample used in Question 1 3,953 
Low-income sub sample  795 
Middle-income subsample  3,158 
* 5,421 observations were dropped because there was missing information on Wave 1 
household income. Of these. 3,103 did not have any parent survey information complete. 
1,887 complete some parent survey information but marked "refused" on the question of 
household income specifically. The remaining 431 observations had some parent survey 
information but were marked "missing" on this question.  
 
The subsample for Question 1a,  focused on the children in the lowest income 
group, and was thus restricted to those who reported a Wave 1 household income of less 
than $25,000, and had non-missing information on all relevant variables (N=795). To 
address Question 1b, comparing the strength of this association for the lowest income 
children with that for middle-income children, the sample of middle-income children 
included those whose household income in Wave 1 was between $25,000 and $100,000, 
and who had non-missing information on all relevant variables (N=3,158). For Question 
1c, examining the role of place in the association between informal mentorship and 





respondents whose families reported incomes of less than $100,000 in Wave 1 and had 
no missing information on all relevant variables (N=3,953).   
Variables. Informal mentorship was captured using the following retrospective 
question from Wave 3 of the AddHealth data: "Other than your parents or step-parents, 
has an adult made an important positive difference in your life at any time since you were 
14 years old?" Based on this question, I created a binary indicator for mentorship coded 1 
if the young person had an informal mentor and 0 if they did not. Respondents were then 
asked "How is this person related to you?", and given response options like "family," 
"teacher/counselor," "friend's parent," "neighbor," and "religious leader." Following the 
guidelines of previous research (see Miranda-Chan, Fruiht, Dubon, & Wray-Lake, 2016), 
I did not count spouses, partners, siblings, peers, or co-workers as informal mentors, and 
recoded the respondents that indicated such as not having an informal mentor.  This 
variable served as the primary independent variable for analyses of Research Question 1. 
Covariates selected will be described in the Analysis section, as these were used as 
matching variables in propensity score analysis.  
Analysis. To address Research Question 1, I examined the association between 
respondent reports of informal mentoring and upward mobility. Informal mentoring is not 
a randomly occurring event, and a child’s likelihood of being mentored is determined by 
many factors, including demographics, family resources, experiences with peers, and 
neighborhood quality (Spencer, 2007; Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009; Gowdy, 
Miller, Spencer, in preparation), many of which are related to subsequent economic and 





reports an informal mentor and who is most likely to be upwardly mobile, fully 
accounting for them is crucial to understanding the role that informal mentors play. 
Recently, a small number of studies (McDonald & Lambert; Sykes, Gioviano, & Piquero, 
2014, Hagler & Rhodes, 2018) have used an analytic technique called propensity score 
matching to investigate the effects of mentoring on subsequent outcomes. The goal of 
propensity score matching is to mimic the random assignment of a treatment (in this case, 
informal mentoring) that occurs in a randomized experiment. When a treatment is truly 
distributed at random, one can interpret the measured outcomes as being caused by the 
treatment alone, and not as attributable to other characteristics (Austin, 2011). Thus, in 
mimicking the setting of an experiment, the aim of propensity score matching is to 
evaluate the impact of the treatment, informal mentoring, on the outcome, upward 
mobility. 
The key advantage of propensity score analyses is the use of a single metric (the 
propensity score) that represents an individual's chance of being mentored based on all 
measurable relevant predictors of mentorship (e.g., demographics, family resources, 
experiences with peers, and neighborhood quality) (Austin, 2011). Propensity score 
matching mimics a randomized control trial by matching mentored (treated) youth to 
nonmentored (control) youth who have a similar propensity for informal mentorship. By 
observing the difference in mobility between these matched mentored and nonmentored 
youth, one can better understand the role of informal mentoring on mobility itself. When 
used correctly, propensity score matching reduces selection bias more effectively than 






 Creating propensity scores. The first step in using propensity scoring to match 
mentored and nonmentored youth involves determining the propensity of treatment for 
each respondent. As is traditional, this was done by running a logistic regression of 
informal mentorship on all known and available relevant factors that are understood to 
plausibly influence the chances of having an informal mentor. The resulting probability 
of informal mentorship derived from this model represents the probability of treatment 
assignment, conditional on observed characteristics (Austin, 2011) and is referred to as 
the propensity score. The process of selecting appropriate variables for use in estimating 
the propensity score requires an extensive review of all known factors that contribute to 
which youth receive informal mentorship. Variables associated with the outcome variable 
may also be included, and relevant literature (Austin, 2011) also advises to include a 
broader list of potential predictors when modeling propensity for treatment.  
Thus, the variables for this study were chosen based on previous research and 
conceptual relevance. Akin to previous research (see Erickson et al., 2009) all included 
matching variables are organized into potential sources of resources (parental resources 
such as parental education, peer resources such as number of friends, school resources 
such as measures of school connectedness, etc.). Within parental resources, previous 
studies have demonstrated that basic indicators of socioeconomic status, such as parental 
educational attainment and employment, are associated with both informal mentoring and 
mobility (McDonald & Lambert, 2014; Erola, Jalonen & Lehti, 2016). Indicators of 





their neighbor about a child in trouble, could be associated with informal mentoring, and 
is thus included here (Ashtiani & Feliciano, 2018). A child having a secure attachment, as 
measured by their relationship satisfaction with their parents, could also be associated 
with informal mentoring (Zimmerman et al., 2005).  
Peer resources are also associated with informal mentorship. Hagler (2017) 
showed that prosocial youth are more likely to report a mentor, while Zimmerman et al. 
(2005) hypothesized that “friends' support” would lead to informal mentorships. For this 
study, I include having a number of friends, seeing them often, and thinking they care 
about you as potential predictors of informal mentorship. School resources may be 
important levers of social capital, leading to informal mentors for young people. Ashtiani 
& Feliciano (2018) demonstrated that school attachment is associated with informal 
mentoring. I include global measures like “Child feels part of school” and “Child feels 
happy at school” as measures of school attachment.  
Neighborhood resources are associated with both informal mentoring and upward 
mobility. Neighborhood socioeconomic status, as measured through rates of 
unemployment, poverty, and education, are associated with upward mobility (Ellwood & 
Patel, 2018). Neighborhood social capital, as measured through neighbors looking out for 
each other could lead to informal mentoring, as more engaged communities would likely 
mentor their young people. Young people’s involvement in community, such as 
attendance of religious services, also leads to mentoring, as these young people meet 
more caring adults through these activities (Abelev, 2009). Finally, personal resources 





2009; Reeves & Venator, 2013). A full list of matching variables included in this study 





Table 2: Variables included in propensity score model 
Variable Name  Data source Description of Coding Scheme  
Demographics 
Age W1 in-home Continuous  
Sex W1 in-home Binary 
Race & Ethnicity W1 in-home Categorical: White non-Hispanic, Black non-Hispanic, Other non-Hispanic, Hispanic.  
Born Outside US W1 in-home Binary 
Parental Resources   
Parent with bachelor's degree Combination* Binary 
Parent married Combination* Binary 
Parent employed Combination* Binary 
Parent using public assistance  Combination* Binary 
Parent expectations of child's education  Parent Binary: "neutral" and "not disappointed" is zero, and "disappointed" is one  
Parent community involvement  Parent 
Interval with range of 0 to 5. Parents reported if they 
were involved in parent/teacher organizations, 
Military veterans organizations, Labor unions, Hobby 
or sports groups, and/or Civic or social organizations 
Parent/neighbor communication about neighbor's 
child Parent 
Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as 
zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Parent/neighbor communication about own child Parent Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Parent meeting child's best friend Parent Binary: zero if parent has not met child's best friend. One if they have. 
Parent meeting child's best friend's parent Parent Binary: zero if parent has not met child's best friend's parent. One if they have.  





Child feeling parent cares about them W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with father W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with mother W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Parent born in neighborhood where child is living  Parent Binary: 0 if parent was not born in neighborhood, 1 if they were.  
Peer Resources 
Number of friends W1 school Interval, with range of 0 to 10.  
Seeing friends often W1 in-home 
Binary: Coded to zero if they saw their friends less 
than 3 times a week and coded as one if they saw 
them three or more times a week.  
Child feels friends care about them W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
School Resources  
Child feels part of school  W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Child feels close to people at school  W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Child feels happy at school W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Child gets along with teachers W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Child thinks teachers treat students fairly  W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Neighborhood Resources  





Knowing others in neighborhood W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Talking to others in neighborhood W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Looking out for others in neighborhood W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Proportion of community who has lived in same 
county in 1985 W1 context Interval with range of 0 to 1 
Proportion of community 25+ with college degree W1 context Interval with range of 0 to 1 
Proportion of community who is employed W1 context Interval with range of 0 to 1 
Proportion of community whose household income is 
below 15k W1 context Interval with range of 0 to 1 
Proportion of respondents who live in urban areas W1 context Interval with range of 0 to 1 
Child employment status W1 in-home Binary: coded zero no employment and 1 for any employment  
Child attendance of weekly religious services W1 in-home 
Binary: coded zero if child did not attend at least one 
religious service per week, and 1 if they did attend 
weekly religious services 
Child feels adults care about them W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Personal Resources 
Personal educational expectations W1 in-home Binary: neutral or low likelihood of attending college was coded as 0, and high likelihood coded as 1.  
Belief in working hard W1 in-home Binary: neutral and negative responses were coded as zero, while positive respondents were coded as one. 
Interviewer-rated physical attractiveness W1 in-home Binary: neutral or negative ratings were coded as 0, and "above average" was coded as 1.  





GPA W1 school 
Interval, with a range of 0 to 4. GPAs were calculated 
from grades in math, history, English, and science 
were in the last school year. I included any child who 
took any of these courses during that time.  
Add Health Picture Vocabulary Test W1 school 
Continuous, raw score from Add Health Picture 
Vocabulary Test, an abridged version of the Peabody 
Picture Vocabulary Test. 
*These are noted as coming from a "combination" of data sources because the AddHealth survey asked similar questions to 
both parent and child about both the parent filling out the survey and their current spouse in wave 1. These variables 





For this study, nominal variables were recoded to become binary, typically 
collapsing Likert scale questions to "positive" versus "neutral and negative." This 
simplifies the matching process, while retaining the essential information for the variable. 
After these covariates were selected, they were tested for multicollinearity by observing 
each variable's variance inflation factor. None of these variables were found to be 
measuring the same concept for this study, as they had a variance inflation factor of less 
than 10 (details of this can be seen in Appendix Table 2) (Hair et al., 1995).  
Matching.  The process of matching respondents based on their propensity score 
and testing for covariate balance was done for each sub-question. I used nearest neighbor 
matching to pair treated youth to control youth with the most similar propensity score, to 
ensure the smallest possible difference in the likelihood of being mentored between the 
treated youth and their control counterpart (Dehejia & Wahba, 2002). To ensure that 
youth who had experienced informal mentoring were being matched to similar 
nonmentored youth, I set a caliper distance, a restriction of how close the nearest 
neighbor must be in order to be matched with the mentored youth. The caliper distance 
was set to 0.2 of the standard deviation of the logit of the propensity score (Austin, 2009), 
and thus changed for each sub-question of research question 1. If no nonmentored youth 
was within caliper, the mentored youth was dropped (Austin, 2011), a process called 
restricting to the area of common support. I also matched "with replacement," meaning 
that a control youth could be matched to multiple treated youth (Dehejia & Wahba, 
2002). This is a necessary step as there are approximately three times as many treated 





youth, they were dropped from the study, as their purpose in propensity score matching 
was only to provide comparison estimates of the examined outcomes if not mentored. 
Covariate balance. Because the intent of matching is to mimic the conditions of 
an experimental design, an essential element of the propensity score matching analysis is 
to confirm that the distribution of the baseline covariates used to produce the propensity 
is similar between mentored and nonmentored youth (Austin, 2009). For this study, this 
was done in two steps, using guidance from Austin (2009, 2011). First, I compared 
standardized differences between mentored and nonmentored youth on all the matching 
variables. Standardized differences are based on pooled standard deviations, and produce 
a more precise comparison than t-tests, as they are not influenced by sample size (Austin, 
2011). Generally, standardized differences are less than 0.1 are considered negligible 
(Austin, 2011). I then compared variance ratios between the two groups on all matching 
variables. Variance ratios are calculated for each variable as the variance for the treated 
(mentored) subjects divided by the variance of untreated (nonmentored) subjects (Austin, 
2009). Generally, an acceptable variance ratio is between 0.5 and 2 (Rubin, 2001). When 
the list of observed covariates is extensive, like in this study, bias from unobserved 
covariates is less likely (Rubin, 2001). In order to achieve balance on both standardized 
differences and variances ratios, I employed an iterative process of evaluating the 
baseline balance and subsequently adjusting the propensity score logit model as 
necessary to achieve better balance. Adjustments were made by adding interactions to the 
model (Austin, 2011). I also looked at box plots comparing the distribution of the 





visual clue as to whether the matched observations have similar chances of being 
mentored, once matching variables (e.g., parental education, neighborhood poverty level, 
etc.) are balanced across the sample. Results pertaining to matches and covariate balance 
for each sub-question are included in the results section.   
Main analysis. The main analyses for all sub-questions to Research Question 1 
were treatment effect models on the matched sample, with the indicator for mobility as 
the dependent variable. A treatment effect model gives the average effect of the treatment 
(mentoring) by taking the average of the difference in mobility between the mentored and 
nonmentored youth in each pair. Specifically, this analysis yields the average effect of the 
treatment (mentoring) on the treated. Question 1c was answered by running two separate 
treatment effect models with local poverty rates (1) below the median and (2) above the 
median. I did not use sampling weights when running the regressions on the matched 
sample, as the propensity score model only includes matched pairs with similar 
probabilities to be mentored, and does not make inferences about population-level effects 
(Zanutto, 2006). 
Supplemental analyses. In addition to the main analyses described above, 
supplemental analyses were used to test the robustness of the results. These included a 
different dependent variable. Because of the rate of mobility was quite high for low-
income respondents in this dataset (74%), I worried that there was not enough variation 
to detect an association between informal mentoring and upward mobility. To address 
this, I created a second binary variable indicating upward mobility, coded 1 only if a low-





of $25,000. This lowered the mobility rate of low-income respondents to 37%. I then ran 
identical analyses of that described for question 1 and found that results were the same as 
when the threshold for mobility was lower. Therefore, the results of the main analyses are 
not underestimating the association of mentoring due to high rates of mobility in the low-
income subsample.  
Based on findings from questions 1a and 1b, I wanted to further explore the role 
of local poverty on informal mentoring and upward mobility for middle-income young 
people specifically. For this, I ran supplemental analysis for question 1c that used 
treatment effect models testing the impact of mentoring on upward mobility for (1) 
middle-income young people living in high-poverty areas and (2) middle-income young 
people living in low-poverty areas.  
Research Question 2: Do some mentoring relationships promote upward mobility 
more than others? 
For the second research question, the sample was restricted to those who reported 
having had an informal mentor at Wave 3, who answered an open-ended question about 
"how this mentor helped," who answered follow-up questions on their mentor as detailed 
below, and who had a household income of under $100,000 (N=4,237). This sample size 
is larger than that of Research Question 1 (3,953) because it was not required to have 
complete information on all matching variables that were used in Research Question 1. 
Question 1c examines an association between relationship types and upward mobility for 





Variables. In order to differentiate mentoring relationships from each other, I 
examined different attributes of the mentoring relationship itself. There are two groups of 
relationship attributes that I examine (1) relationship characteristics and (2) support 
provided.  
Relationship characteristics. There are five characteristics of a mentoring 
relationship measured in this study: (1) mentor role, (2) how youth met their mentor, (3) 
relationship duration, (4) frequency of contact, and (5) youth-rated closeness to their 
mentor. The first of these is mentor role, which is measured in a single question in wave 
3 of data collection: "How is [mentor] related to you?" Answers were recoded to include: 
family, teacher/counselor, friend's parent, neighbor, and religious leader. Secondly, 
respondents were asked to identify how they met their mentor, and were given the 
options "through family," "through friend," "through school," "through work," and 
"other." This resulted in a nominal variable used in the cluster analysis for this study. 
Two questions were used to gauge the duration of the mentoring relationship 
(characteristic three). Respondents to wave 3 answered the question: "For how many 
years has [your informal mentor] been important in your life?" This resulted in a 
continuous variable included in this study. They also reported what age they, the 
respondent, were when they met their mentor, also resulting in a continuous variable. 
There were also two questions in the study on the fourth relationship characteristic: 
frequency of contact: "How often do you see [your informal mentor]?" and “How often 
do you talk with [your informal mentor] on the telephone or exchange e-mail or letters?” 





every day." Finally, two questions were used to gauge relationship closeness 
(characteristic five). How close the young person felt to the informal mentor was 
measured by the question "How close do you feel to [mentor] these days." This is an 
ordinal variable with 5 levels, ranging from "not close at all" to "very close." 
Respondents were also asked if the mentor was still important to them, as of wave 3 data 
collection. This resulted in a binary indicator where 1 equals yes and 0 equals no. These 
eight questions measured the five characteristics of a mentoring relationship.  
Support provided. Another important dimension of a mentoring relationship is the 
support provided by the mentor to the young person, specifically the provision of social 
support and social capital. The nature of support provided by mentors was examined 
using responses to a single open-ended question asked in wave 3 of data collection, "How 
did [your informal mentor] help you?" The AddHealth research team coded these 
responses to create indicators (1, 0) for three distinct forms of social support: 
instrumental, informational, and emotional support. A supplemental file with these codes 
was provided. There was not coded data on the fourth form of social support in the 
mentoring literature: positive social interaction. The above open-ended question was also 
coded for bridging and bonding capital for the purposes of this study and two indicator 
variables were created, with one indicating the presence of bridging capital, one bonding 
capital. To achieve this, a hired research assistant and I used manifest coding analysis, an 
approach of qualitative data analysis where concepts of interest are chosen ahead of time, 
and then open-ended responses are coded for the presence or absence of those concepts 





the same open-ended responses separately using these two a priori codes representing 
bridging and bonding capital. Since Putnam was the first to establish the bridging-
bonding dichotomy, our definition for each code was first based on Putnam's work. He 
defined bridging capital as strengthening a person's connection to a group of people they 
already knew and bonding capital as connecting someone to new social networks they did 
not have access to before (Putnam, 2000). These definitions and others can be seen in 
Appendix Table 1.  
Before starting the next round, we met to discuss any discrepancies, work through 
differences, and added to our definitions for each concept (Campbell, Quincy, Osserman, 
& Pedersen, 2013). Akin to other studies using manifest content analysis, strict criteria 
for each code was added and refined after each round (Dooley, 2016). Our full and final 
definitions sheet can be seen in Appendix Table 1. This sheet has many textbook versions 
for each concept, and an operationalized definition for this particular dataset. It also has 
three specific inclusionary criteria for each concept. The majority of these additions were 
made after the first two rounds of coding, and led to more consistent coding between the 
research assistant and me.  
Also after each round, a Cohen's kappa (k) was calculated. The Cohen's kappa is 
the rate at which we coded the same concept, taking in to account the rate we coded each 
concept by chance. The formula for k is 
 





likelihood that we chose the same code by coincidence. Po was calculated by averaging 
the rates that we agreed that a concept was (1) bridging capital, (2) bonding capital, or (3) 
neither. Pe was calculated by multiplying each researcher's rate of selecting bonding, 
bridging, or neither, multiplied by the other researcher's chance. This represents the 
likelihood we would select the same code by coincidence because it is a relative measure 
of how often that code was being selected.  
After the first round, our Cohen’s kappa was .592. Each subsequent round had a 
considerably higher kappa, consistently above the acceptable level of .8 (.836, .885, and 
.891 respectively) (McHugh, 2012). After reaching a point where we had coded a 
significant portion together (1,000 observations, 23.6% of total sample) and our Cohen's 
kappa was consistently high, I was justified in coding cases independently (Campbell, 
Quincy, Osserman, & Pedersen, 2013). I then coded the remaining (N=3,237) cases 
following our definitions sheet. These codes were then converted into two separate binary 
variables indicating if the open-ended response spoke of bonding or bridging capital.  
Analysis. For question 2, analysis proceeded in three steps. These steps were all 
exploratory in nature, in contrast to the quasi-experimental approach employed in question 1. 
Step one was a cluster analysis used to generate different types of mentoring relationships from 
the data, based on the different characteristics of these relationships. The second step was to 
better understand how these relationships differ from one another, and used a series of logistic 
regressions to determine if some types of mentoring relationships were more likely to provide 
certain types of support to the young person (namely social support and social capital), 
controlling for basic demographics. The third step was to determine if some types of mentoring 





with upward mobility as the dependent variable and relationship types of the independent 
variable, controlling for basic demographics. A more detailed description of each of these steps if 
provided below.  
Cluster analysis. The first step was a cluster analysis, use to answer question 2a, 
"are there different types of mentoring relationships based on characteristics of the 
relationship." A cluster analysis is a person-centered approach that creates different 
profiles of mentoring relationships. The goal of cluster analysis is to produce meaningful 
groups of observations, where each observation within a group is more alike than 
observations outside the group (Tan, Steinbach, & Kumar, 2005). Within this study, this 
meant producing profiles of different mentor-youth relationships, where each relationship 
within a profile is more alike than they are to any relationship outside that profile. I 
produced non-overlapping clusters where each relationship is assigned to one cluster 
(Tan, Steinbach, & Kumar, 2005). I developed the clusters based on eight variables 
characterizing the mentoring relationship described above: mentor role, how youth met 
mentor, two indicators of relationship duration, two indicators of frequency of contact, 
and two indicators of youth-rated closeness to the mentor. Notably, I could not use the 
binary indicators on different types of support provided as these would be considered 
swamping variables, and would take up the vast majority of variation among the 
relationship clusters. To perform a cluster analysis on mentoring characteristics, I first 
confirmed these variables were not measuring the same concept by observing their 
variance inflation factor in a logistic model on mobility (Hair et al., 1995). None of these 





variance inflation factors can be seen in Appendix Table 3.  
I then produced clusters by performing a two-step cluster analysis. This specific 
method of a two-step cluster analysis is optimal, as it can handle large data as well as a 
mix of continuous and ordinal data. Also, this method is preferred as it can identify how 
many clusters are in the data, as opposed to a researcher-determined number which may 
be subjective (Norusis, 2008). Step 1 created exploratory clusters using a commonly used 
technique, k-means, to identify different groups. K-means clustering determines different 
common averages on a certain variable and creates clusters of observations that have 
close to that average on that variable (Tan, Steinbach, & Kumar, 2005). Step 2 used 
hierarchal clustering to then consider how these groups were organized together, and 
which groups subsumed others (Norusis, 2008).  
I evaluated the internal validity of these clusters with three criteria. First, each 
cluster must hold at least 5% of all observations. Second, these clusters must make 
conceptual sense. Lastly, there must be a distinct differentiation among the clusters (Liao 
& Sanchez, 2016). This criterion has two parts: clusters must be distinctly different on all 
internal measures and selected external measures (Tan, Steinbach, & Kumar, 2005). To 
ensure internal validity, meaning that each observation in one cluster is more alike than 
they are to the observations in the other cluster, I ran chi-square analysis on cluster 
membership and the original eight clustering variables (mentor role, how youth met 
mentor, two indicators of relationship duration, two indicators of frequency of contact, 
and two indicators of youth-rated closeness to the mentor). I then tested for external 





that observations in one cluster are more like each other than the observations in the other 
cluster, even on qualities not related to the initial clustering analysis (Liao & Sanchez, 
2016; Tan, Steinbach, & Kumar, 2005). External measures used were the youth's racial 
ethnic makeup and sex, and the mentor's racial ethnic makeup. This process of both 
internal and external validity established that the relationship profiles that emerged from 
the cluster analysis were unique and independent of one another.   
Relationship profiles and provisions of social support and capital. After 
relationship profiles were created and validated, I answered question 2b by testing if 
membership in the different types of relationships was associated with variation in the 
receipt of social capital and social support. To test this, I ran five logistic regressions on 
relationship profiles and (1) bridging capital, (2) bonding capital, (3) informational 
support, (4) instrumental support, and (5) emotional support, controlling for basic 
demographics (age, sex, racial ethnic makeup, wave 1 household income). 
Relationship profiles and upward mobility for low-income youth. Finally, I ran a 
logistic regression on mobility using relationship profiles as an independent variable to 
answer question 2c. The sample for this final analysis was restricted to those who are 
low-income and had non-missing information on the basic controls used (age, sex, and 
racial ethnic makeup) (N=832).  Because there is only limited information about the 
various types and qualities of mentorship relationships, I did not use propensity score 
matching for Research Question (Murnane, & Willett, 2011). I also did not add any 
additional confounders because the sample size was already so limited, and we have 





CHAPTER 7: RESULTS 
The analyses described in the previous chapter results in an overall main finding 
that having an informal mentor is associated with upward mobility for some – but not all 
– low-income youth. Specifically, indicating an informal mentor was not associated with 
upward mobility for low-income youth but was predictive of upward mobility for middle-
income youth. However, when looking within the group of low-income adolescents and 
examining the relative effect of different types of mentoring relationships, one type, a 
"capital" relationship, was found to promote upward mobility. A capital relationship is 
marked by a mentor from outside the family, whom the young person is not close with, 
and does not speak to or see often. These mentors were more likely to provide both forms 
of social capital (bridging capital and bonding capital), and informational support, as 
opposed to a "core" mentoring relationship, which provided emotional and instrumental 
support. Low-income youth were less likely than their middle-income peers to report a 
capital mentor, but, as previously stated, were more likely to be upward mobile when 
they did report such a relationship.  
Research Question 1: What is the relationship for adolescents between informal 
mentorship and upward economic mobility? 
 The first main finding is that informal mentorship is not associated with upward 
mobility for low-income youth, but is associated with upward mobility for middle-
income youth. Additionally, the association between informal mentoring and mobility 
was not moderated by neighborhood poverty. Consequently, middle-income youth, who 





economic status, are even more likely to be upwardly mobile when they benefit from 
informal mentorship.  
 Demographics of the different samples used in question 1.  
There are notable differences between the sub-samples used for analyses of 
research question 1. Table 3 summarizes these different samples. Question 1a focuses 
exclusively on low-income youth, as low-income youth are least likely to be upwardly 
mobile and could potentially benefit from informal mentorship. Of the 795 respondents 
who were in the lowest income category, 56% reported an informal mentor. These 
respondents had an average household income of just $14,725 and were majority non-
White (43% white non-Hispanic, 35% black non-Hispanic, 1% other non-Hispanic, and 
21% Hispanic). The middle-income group had a higher rate of 64% of respondents 
reporting an informal mentor, a higher household income of $59,121, and were majority 
white Non-Hispanic (67% white non-Hispanic, 18% black non-Hispanic, 1% other non-
Hispanic, and 14% Hispanic). A third sub-sample, combining these two groups, was used 





Table 3: Demographics of three samples for Question 1 
  Low-income sample  
(N of 795) 
Middle-income sample  
(N of 3,158) 
Combined sample  
(N of 3,953) 
  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 
Informal Mentor  55.60%  63.49%  61.90%  
Income   $14,725.23  $6,930.09   $59,120.78  $19,774.22  $50,192.26  $25,273.66  
Mobility  73.96%  38.13%  45.33%  
        
Demographics       
Age (at wave 4, in 2008) 38.04 1.68 37.93 1.68 37.95 1.68 
Sex (female) 61.01%  54.91%  56.13%  
Race & Ethnicity       
 White non-Hispanic 43.02%  67.29%  62.40%  
 Black non-Hispanic 34.84%  17.92%  21.33%  
 Other non-Hispanic 1.26%  0.70%  0.81%  
 Hispanic 20.88%  14.09%  15.46%  
Born Outside US 8.43%  3.55%  4.53%  
        
Parental Resources        
Parent with bachelor's degree 15.22%  39.23%  34.40%  
Parent married 49.56%  82.08%  75.54%  
Parent employed 78.87%  98.07%  94.21%  
Parent using public assistance  40.13%  4.53%  11.69%  
Parent disappointed if child doesn't go to 
college 84.65% 
 84.71%  84.70%  
Number of ways parent is involved in 
community  0.39 0.65 0.83 0.91 0.74 0.89 
Parent/neighbor communication about 
neighbor's child 84.53% 





Parent/neighbor communication about own 
child 73.46% 
 72.32%  72.55%  
Parent meeting child's best friend 90.06%  96.20%  94.97%  
Parent meeting child's best friend's parent 74.59%  86.10%  83.78%  
Parent meeting number of child's friends 1.72 1.79 2.35 1.93 2.22 1.92 
Child feeling parent cares about them 95.60%  97.50%  97.12%  
Child feeling satisfied with relationship 
with father 30.94% 
 64.47%  57.73%  
 Absent father 60.38%  21.66%  29.45%  
Child feeling satisfied with relationship 
with mother 82.64% 
 86.04%  85.35%  
 Absent mother 2.64%  3.61%  3.42%  
Parent born in neighborhood where child is 
living  23.27% 
 20.20%  20.82%  
        
Peer Resources       
Number of friends 5.04 3.17 5.56 3.11 5.45 3.13 
See friends 3 or more times a week 65.91%  67.29%  67.01%  
Child feels friends care about them 82.39%  86.57%  85.73%  
        
School Resources        
Child feels part of school  74.47%  75.21%  78.04%  
Child feels close to people at school  66.42%  68.75%  68.28%  
Child feels happy at school 70.06%  67.16%  67.75%  
Child gets along with teachers 80.88%  84.58%  83.84%  
Child thinks teachers treat students fairly  53.71%  57.95%  57.10%  
        
Neighborhood Resources        
Neighborhood considered safe 83.90%  91.01%  89.58%  





Talking to others in neighborhood 83.02%  81.51%  81.81%  
Looking out for others in neighborhood 70.82%  74.07%  73.41%  
Proportion of community who has lived in 
same county in 1985 84.30% 
 81.23%  81.85%  
Proportion of community 25+ with college 
degree 15.54% 
 21.76%  20.51%  
Proportion of community who is 
unemployed 10.56% 
 7.19%  7.87%  
Proportion of community whose household 
income is below 15k 37.11% 
 24.23%  26.82%  
Proportion of respondents who live in 
urban areas 48.93% 
 45.88%  46.50%  
Child employed at wave 1 50.57%  54.59%  53.78%  
Child attendance of weekly religious 
services 36.98% 
 41.13%  40.30%  
Child feels adults care about them 86.54%  89.96%  89.27%  
        
Personal Resources       
Child thinks they will likely go to college 68.68%  80.40%  78.04%  
Child thinks anything can be accomplished 
through hard work 76.73% 
 75.24%  75.54%  
Interviewer-rated attractive 44.03%  52.25%  50.59%  
Interviewer-rated attractive personality 44.84%  50.14%  51.91%  
GPA  2.60 0.77 2.85 0.79 2.80 0.79 






A. Is informal mentorship during adolescence associated with upward 
mobility for children born in the lowest income group? As noted above, in order to 
examine the relationships between informal mentoring and upward mobility for low-
income youth, the first step was to match mentored and non-mentored youth with similar 
propensities to be mentored.  The matching process resulted in matches for all of the 442 
mentored youth (made of 442 mentored youth and 353 non-mentored youth). Table 4 
presents balancing diagnostics that evaluate the quality of the match, and shows that for 
nearly every variable used to create the propensity score, there was a similar distribution 
between mentored and non-mentored youth in the matched sample. Note that three 
standardized differences are above the threshold of .1 (parent/neighbor communication 
about own child, absent father, and absent mother). However, I could not achieve a more 
balanced version likely due to the small sample size (He, Hu, He, 2016).  
Table 4: Covariate balance in the matched low-income samples (N=884)  




Demographics     
Age (at wave 4, in 2008) -0.048 1.232 
Sex (female) -0.056 1.027 
Race & Ethnicity   
 
  White non-Hispanic   
 
  Black non-Hispanic 0.082 1.009 
  Other non-Hispanic 0.055 1.991 
  Hispanic -0.045 0.934 
Born Outside US 0.010 1.038 
      
 
Parental Resources    
 
Parent with bachelor's degree 0.018 1.030 
Parent married -0.054 1.000 
Parent employed 0.000 1.000 
Parent using public assistance  -0.037 0.988 





Number of ways parent is involved in community  -0.003 1.052 
Parent/neighbor communication about neighbor's child -0.100 1.244 
Parent/neighbor communication about own child 0.010 0.989 
Parent meeting child's best friend -0.054 1.159 
Parent meeting child's best friend's parent -0.026 1.031 
Parent meeting number of child's friends 0.009 1.050 
Child feeling parent cares about them 0.058 0.805 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with father -0.015 0.985 
  Absent father -0.934 1.005 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with mother 0.047 0.924 
  Absent mother -0.581 0.699 
Parent born in neighborhood where child is living  -0.016 0.983 
      
 
Peer Resources   
 
Number of friends 0.027 1.078 
See friends 3 or more times a week 0.057 0.963 
Child feels friends care about them -0.025 1.047 
      
 
School Resources    
 
Child feels part of school  0.006 0.987 
Child feels close to people at school  0.064 0.924 
Child feels happy at school -0.031 1.060 
Child gets along with teachers -0.050 1.050 
Child thinks teachers treat students fairly  0.036 0.996 
      
 
Neighborhood Resources    
 
Neighborhood considered safe 0.006 0.987 
Knowing others in neighborhood 0.064 0.924 
Talking to others in neighborhood -0.031 1.060 
Looking out for others in neighborhood -0.050 1.050 
Proportion of community who has lived in same county in 
1985 
-0.008 0.885 
Proportion of community 25+ with college degree 0.047 0.858 
Proportion of community who is unemployed -0.047 0.886 
Proportion of community whose household income is 
below 15k 
-0.033 1.020 
Proportion of respondents who live in urban areas -0.063 0.999 
Child employed at wave 1 0.023 1.001 
Child attendance of weekly religious services 0.033 1.019 
Child feels adults care about them -0.020 1.044 
      
 
Personal Resources   
 





Child thinks anything can be accomplished through hard 
work 
-0.049 1.070 
Interviewer-rated attractive 0.045 1.010 
Interviewer-rated attractive personality 0.045 0.997 
GPA   -0.457 0.973 
Add Health Picture Vocabulary Test -0.055 0.956 
 
As an additional measure of covariate balance, Figure 2 below provides a 
comparison of the distribution of the propensity scores before and after the matching 
process, depicting that the matched observations have similar chances of being mentored, 
once matching variables (e.g., parental education, neighborhood poverty level, etc.) are 
balanced across the sample. As seen in Figure 2, matching appears to have removed 
measurable differences between mentored and nonmentored youth.  
 






Having achieved comparable groups of mentored and non-mentored youth, a 
treatment effect model was run to address the question of whether informal mentorship 
during adolescence is associated with upward mobility for children born in the lowest 
income group.  Results, as seen in Table 5, indicate that mentoring was not associated 
with upward mobility for poor youth.  
 
Table 5: Treatment effect model for mentoring and mobility, low-income sample (N=795) 
Mobility Coefficient  Std. Error p value 
Mentor -0.0022 0.0386 0.953 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01, ****p<.001 
 
B. Is informal mentorship during adolescence associated with upward 
mobility for children born in middle-income groups? This question utilized a sample 
of respondents who had information on all relevant variables, and who had a Wave 1 
household income between $25,000 and $100,000 (N=3,158). This yielded 2,005 
matches between 2,005 mentored youth and 1,153 non-mentored youth, with all 
respondents included in the matches. The subsequent model met previously set criteria 
for balancing diagnostics (standardized differences less than 1, Austin, 2011; variance 
ratio between .5 and 2; Rubin, 2001), which can be seen in Table 6 below. As shown in 
this Table, each individual variable used to create the propensity score had a similar 
distribution between mentored and non-mentored individuals, which allows for the 






Table 6: Covariate differences between matched models, middle-income youth sample 
(N=4,010) 
  




Demographics 0.058 0.923 
Age (at wave 4, in 2008) 0.044 0.993 
Sex (female)   
 
Race & Ethnicity   
 
  White non-Hispanic   
 
  Black non-Hispanic -0.005 0.992 
  Other non-Hispanic 0.057 2.324 
  Hispanic 0.010 1.024 
Born Outside US -0.033 0.845 
      
 
Parental Resources    
 
Parent with bachelor's degree 0.022 1.008 
Parent married -0.020 1.037 
Parent employed -0.015 1.112 
Parent using public assistance  -0.017 0.931 
Parent disappointed if child doesn't go to college 0.026 0.948 
Number of ways parent is involved in community  0.007 1.074 
Parent/neighbor communication about neighbor's child -0.015 1.030 
Parent/neighbor communication about own child 0.006 0.994 
Parent meeting child's best friend 0.021 0.904 
Parent meeting child's best friend's parent 0.022 0.956 
Parent meeting number of child's friends 0.019 1.025 
Child feeling parent cares about them -0.059 1.521 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with father -0.088 1.067 
  Absent father 0.054 1.082 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with mother -0.042 1.098 
  Absent mother 0.031 1.194 
Parent born in neighborhood where child is living  0.054 1.085 
      
 
Peer Resources   
 
Number of friends -0.021 0.983 
See friends 3 or more times a week -0.022 1.016 
Child feels friends care about them 0.011 0.976 






School Resources    
 
Child feels part of school  -0.015 1.020 
Child feels close to people at school  -0.011 1.009 
Child feels happy at school -0.058 1.051 
Child gets along with teachers -0.007 1.014 
Child thinks teachers treat students fairly  0.020 0.993 
      
 
Neighborhood Resources    
 
Neighborhood considered safe -0.035 1.112 
Knowing others in neighborhood -0.045 1.055 
Talking to others in neighborhood -0.058 1.108 
Looking out for others in neighborhood -0.032 1.042 
Proportion of community who has lived in same county 
in 1985 
-0.001 1.018 
Proportion of community 25+ with college degree 0.075 1.128 
Proportion of community who is unemployed -0.016 1.103 
Proportion of community whose household income is 
below 15k 
-0.055 0.926 
Proportion of respondents who live in urban areas 0.015 1.003 
Child employed at wave 1 -0.023 1.004 
Child attendance of weekly religious services 0.007 1.002 
Child feels adults care about them 0.005 0.985 
      
 
Personal Resources   
 
Child thinks they will likely go to college 0.013 0.977 
Child thinks anything can be accomplished through 
hard work 
-0.015 1.020 
Interviewer-rated attractive 0.082 0.996 
Interviewer-rated attractive personality 0.113 0.988 
GPA   -0.013 1.000 
Add Health Picture Vocabulary Test 0.037 0.933 
 
As can be seen in the figure below, the non-mentored and mentored youth had similar 
chances of being mentored. The boxplots on the left show that there were some 
differences in non-mentored and mentored adolescents' chances to be mentored, but that 
those differences were addressed in the matching process. In the final matched sample, 





Figure 3: Matched sample having similar chances of being mentored, middle-income 
sample 
 
Once the steps of covariate balance were completed, a treatment effect model was 
run to address the question of whether informal mentorship during adolescence was 
associated with upward mobility for children born in middle-income groups. Table 7 
presents the results of the treatment effects model.  
 
Table 7: Treatment effects model for mentoring and mobility, middle-income sample 
(N=3,158) 
Mobility Coefficient  Std. Error p value 
Mentor 0.0564 0.0226 0.013** 






Results indicate that middle-income youth who had informal mentoring had a 6% 
greater likelihood of being upwardly mobile than if they had not been mentored.  
C. Is the association between informal mentorship and upward mobility 
stronger among adolescents living in geographic areas with higher rates of poverty? 
This question utilized the entire sample of respondents who had information on all 
relevant variables, not restricted by wave 1 household income, separated into two 
subsamples: those living in census tracts below median local poverty and those living in 
census tracts that had above median local poverty. Both subsamples went through an 
individual matching process with the same matching variables used in questions 1a and 
1b. The tables and figures demonstrating that each sub-sample had a balanced matched 
sample can be seen in Appendix Tables 4 and 5 and Appendix Figures 2 and 3 of the 
Appendix.   
To test if the association between informal mentoring and upward mobility was 
stronger in areas of high-poverty, I ran two separate treatment effect models on the 
below-median and above-median samples, seen as a summary in Table 8 below: 
 
Table 8: Treatment effects summary model for mentoring and below-median and above-
median levels of local poverty  
Mobility N Coefficient Std. Error p value 
Low-poverty 1,913 0.0016 0.0285 0.953 
High-poverty  2,040 0.0048 0.0290 0.868 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01, ****p<.001  
 
These results indicate that mentoring does not significantly vary by rates of local poverty, 





mentor was able to promote upward mobility. Supplemental analysis looked specifically 
at middle-income young people in both low-poverty and high-poverty areas and again 
found no relationship between local rates of poverty and an informal mentors' ability to 
promote economic mobility. 
Research Question 2: Do some mentoring relationships promote upward mobility 
more than others? 
 Overall, findings from this exploratory phase of the dissertation show that there 
are two distinct kinds of mentoring relationships, that they provide distinct and different 
types of support for young people, and that one type is, in fact, associated with upward 
mobility for low-income youth. The following sections will outline these findings in 
detail.  
Demographics.  There were 4,237 respondents who reported an informal mentor 
and who answered all related questions, including the open-ended "how has [your 
mentor] helped?" question. These respondents were largely White non-Hispanic (61%) 
and female (54%). Question 2c considered the association of relationship types and 
upward mobility for low-income youth specifically, so used a sub-sample of the 832 low-
income respondents available in the data. Chi-square analyses show that the low-income 
subsample was less likely to be White non-Hispanic (40%) but was more likely to be 
female (56%). A full description and comparison of these two samples can be seen in 






Table 9: Demographics for Question 2 Samples 





   Mean SD Mean SD  
Age 
 





55.86%  ****p<.001 
Race/Ethnicity 
  
  ****p<.001 
 
White non-Hispanic 60.99% 
 
39.53%   
 
Black non-Hispanic 22.97% 
 
39.40%    
Other non-Hispanic 0.80% 
 






20.32%   
 
A. Are there different types of mentoring relationships based on 
characteristics of the relationship? Two distinct clusters emerged through this analysis. 
Cluster 1 had 45% of the total number of relationships in the data (N=1,916). A vast 
majority of mentors in this cluster came from inside the family (88%) and met the young 
person through family (99%). The young people knew this type of mentor for an average 
of 14 years and met them at 9 years old on average. A majority of these young people 
saw their mentor (55%) and spoke to their mentor (67%) at least once a week. These 
young people feel very close to their mentor (52%) and feel that their mentor was still 
important to them at the time data was collected (99%). These are long-lasting, close, and 
intensive relationships with someone from the young person's inner circle. 
Cluster 2 had relationships that looked much different. A majority (55%) of 
respondents had a relationship in cluster 2 (N=2,321). Mentors in this relationship type 
were likely to be school personnel (57%) or from the young person's workplace (19%) 





those in cluster 1, having only been established an average of 5 years earlier. The young 
person was older when they met this type of mentor, with an average age of 17. These 
mentor/mentee pairs were much less likely to see (28%) or communicate (22%) weekly. 
Only 10% of young people felt close to this type of mentor and fewer of these young 
people (86%) felt that their mentor was still importance to them at the time data was 
collected. These relationships are clearly with those outside the inner-circle, and are not 
marked by the same levels of closeness, intensity, or duration.  A full comparison of the 
descriptive characteristics between these two profiles is provided in Table 10 below. 
 
Table 10: Mentor Characteristics of each Cluster  










   Mean SD Mean SD 
Mentor Role 










































How youth met mentor 
     
 


























Relationship duration  
     
 
Years mentor has been 
important  
14.20 6.90 4.7 3.2 
 





How often they see their mentor  
    
 









































How often they communicate with their mentor  
   
 









































Youth-rated closeness  
     
 
How close they are  
    
  






























As noted in the methods section, a series of chi-square tests were performed to 
evaluate both the internal and external validity of these two clusters, the results of which 
are presented in Table 11 below. The two clusters were deemed internally valid because 
they were significantly different on all eight variables used to create them (mentor role, 
how they met, years of mentorship, age when introduced, how often they see each other, 
how often they communicate, how close they are, and if the mentor is still important). 





but relevant to the current study (e.g., sex of young person, racial ethnic makeup of 
young person, sex of mentor, childhood income of young person). 













   Mean SD Mean SD  









     
****p<.001  






















Income Group      ****p<.001 
 Low  23.49%  16.24%   
 Middle  76.51%  83.76%   







Measures of Internal Validity      
Mentor Role 












































How youth met mentor 
     
****p<.001  



























Relationship duration  
     
  
Years mentor has been 
important  
14.20 6.90 4.7 3.2 ****p<.001 
 





How often they see their mentor  
    
****p<.001  










































How often they communicate with their mentor  
   
****p<.001  










































Youth-rated closeness  
     
  
How close they are  
    
****p<.001   




   









   




   










*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01, ****p<.001      
 
 
The findings of Research Question 2a is that there are two distinct types of mentoring 
relationships in the data. These relationships are valid and conceptually distinct. Cluster 1 
is marked by long-lasting close relationships with family members, while cluster 2 is 
marked by relationships with mentors from outside the inner-most circle, who the young 





B. If so, do some relationships provide different kinds of social support and 
social capital than others? The next step of analysis is to examine if these two different 
types of relationships provide different types of support to the young person, namely 
social support and social capital. As seen in Table 12 below, relationships in cluster 1 
were significantly more likely to provide emotional support and instrumental support, 
while relationships in cluster 2 provided informational support and both forms of social 
capital (bonding capital and bridging capital). These results hold even after controlling 






Table 12: Logistic regression of Cluster Membership on Support Provided (N=4,237) 





  Coefficient Std Er Coefficient Std Er Coefficient Std Er Coefficient Std Er Coefficient Std Er 
Cluster                     
  Capital 1.113**** 0.198 0.476*** 0.166 -0.378**** 0.067 0.492**** 0.067 -0.972**** 0.108 
  Core  Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 
Age (at wave 4, in 
2008) 
-0.051 0.047 0.058 0.045 0.027 0.019 0.010 0.019 -0.038 0.029 
Sex (female) -0.518** 0.165 0.190 0.157 0.756**** 0.067 -0.380**** 0.066 -0.014 0.102 
Race & Ethnicity                      
  
White non-
Hispanic Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 
  
Black non-
Hispanic -0.383 0.237 -0.387* 0.232 -0.225*** 0.085 0.168** 0.084 0.303** 0.118 
  
Other non-
Hispanic 0.197 0.744 -0.484 1.023 -0.162 0.374 -0.026 0.366 0.017 0.622 
  Hispanic -0.591* 0.301 0.547* 0.225 0.045 0.112 0.317** 0.115 -0.173 0.188 
Born Outside US -0.443* .196 0.127 0.199 0.137 0.093 -0.098 0.094 0.191 0.160 
Wave 1 Household Income                    
  Under $25,000 Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 
  
$25,000 to 
$49,999 -0.286 0.245 0.147 0.242 0.029 0.096 0.051 0.096 -0.141 0.134 
  
$50,000 to 
$74,999 -0.186 0.240 0.331 0.239 -0.041 0.098 0.016 0.097 -0.477*** 0.146 
  
$75,000 to 
$99,999 -0.019 0.238 0.050 0.274 -0.117 0.109 0.107 0.108 -0.484*** 0.167 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01, ****p<.001 
  





 Relationships in cluster 1 are likely from within the family or closest social circle, 
are marked by intense frequency of contact and feelings of closeness, and provide 
emotional and instrumental support to the young person. I am naming this type of 
relationship a "core" mentor, as this person is from within the core social network of the 
young person, and is an important base for them. Relationships in cluster 2 are noticeably 
less close, have known each other for less time, and are from outside the inner-most 
social circle of the young person. However, this mentor provides essential advice and 
both forms of social capital. This mentor takes advantage of the social networks of both 
themselves and their mentee, by bolstering the young person's feelings of connectedness 
to a common network, or expanding the young person's network by providing new 
resources. Because of these distinctions, I am calling cluster 2 relationships "capital" 
mentors.  
C. If there are different types of mentoring relationships, which of these 
relationship profiles best promote upward mobility for low-income youth? My final 
analysis of the dissertation shows that although low-income respondents were 
significantly less likely to report a capital mentoring relationship as opposed to a core one 
(χ 2 of 51.0236, p<0.001, df of 3), they were significantly more likely to be upwardly 






Table 13: Relationship Profiles Associated with Mobility for Low-income sample 
(N=832) 
  Mobility 
Profile   
 Core Ref 
 Capital  0.317* 
Age  0.043 
Sex  -0.373** 
Race/Ethnicity   
 White non-Hispanic Ref 
 Black non-Hispanic -0.741**** 
 Other non-Hispanic -1.215 
 Hispanic 0.062 
Born Outside US -0.471* 
*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01, ****p<.001 
 
 Overall, these findings show that while reporting an informal mentor on the initial 
screening question is not associated with upward mobility for low-income youth, having 
a certain type of mentor, namely a capital mentor, is associated with economic mobility 
(p of 0.058). Capital mentors are more likely to be associated with the provision of 
informational support and social capital, however low-income youth are less likely to 






CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION 
A young person growing up in poverty in this country is unlikely to be 
economically mobile in adulthood. Although there is some evidence that informal 
mentoring in adolescence is associated with the accrual of some of the building blocks 
that can promote mobility (e.g., educational attainment, early employment, asset accrual) 
(Ellwood et al., 2016; Miranda-Chan, Fruiht, Dubon, & Wray-Lake, 2016; DuBois & 
Silverthorn, 2005a; Greeson, Usher, & Grinstein-Weiss, 2010), this dissertation was the 
first study to directly examine if informal mentoring can promote economic upward 
mobility. Additionally, this dissertation examined whether there were different types of 
informal mentoring relationships, and if a certain type of relationship was more likely to 
promote economic mobility.  
Summary of the Findings and Their Contributions 
 Overall, this study found that some, but not all, mentors can promote upward 
mobility for low-income youth. Specifically, capital mentors, those from outside the 
family who provide social capital and informational support can promote economic 
mobility for those who are least likely to be mobile. This important finding acknowledges 
the potential impact of individual relationships in the promotion of individual economic 
mobility. This potentially promising finding is still, however, on the most-micro level of 
potential interventions for economic mobility, focusing on building blocks leading to 
mobility. As Ellwood et al. describe, (2016), there are many levels at which interventions 
should be built, including economic policy and regional stakeholder investments. With 





shifts needed to impact economic mobility on a large scale, the below section will outline 
findings from the two research questions specifically.  
What is the relationship for adolescents between informal mentorship and 
upward economic mobility? This study found that having an informal mentor was 
associated with economic mobility for middle income youth. These mentors are one of 
many resources these young people have that may contribute to these youth being more 
likely to be mobile than their low-income peers (Putnam, 2015; Mitnik et al., 2015). This 
suggests that mentors fit well into the profile of resources middle-income youth have that 
promote economic mobility in adulthood. 
We should be more concerned, however, with the economic mobility of low-
income youth who, according to previous research, are much less likely than their 
middle-income peers to be mobile (Mitnik et al., 2015) and who are a part of families 
making under $24,755 a year (Semega, Fontenot & Kollar, 2017). This dissertation found 
that while both core and capital mentors provide various forms of support that is 
meaningful to young people, only capital mentors were associated with upward mobility 
for low-income youth.  
In contrast with other studies that have documented the importance of 
neighborhood on one's chance of being upwardly mobile  (Goldsmith, Britton, Reese, & 
Velez, 2017; Chetty & Hendren, 2016a), in these data informal mentors were no more 
likely to promote upward mobility  among youth living in areas of higher poverty than 
among those residing in other neighborhoods. This finding builds on that of research 





having an informal mentor generally does not increase their chances of being upwardly 
mobile. This divergence with the neighborhood effects literature may be because of 
measurement issues: I did not have data on whether the mentor was from the same 
neighborhood or not. Without this, I am unable to truly understand the relationship 
between neighborhood context and the informal mentor, and thus cannot truly test the 
mentor's ability to moderate neighborhood effects. Taking the findings as they currently 
stand, however, informal mentors' lack of ability to promote upward mobility for young 
people in low-income homes and neighborhoods is an important realization for those in 
the mentoring field who have suggested that mentoring can promote upward mobility 
(Albright & Hurd, 2017).  
Cumulatively, these findings show that, utilizing a quasi-experimental design to 
attempt to isolate the effect of informal mentoring alone, informal mentoring is 
associated with positive results for middle-income youth, but has no effect on mobility 
for low-income youth. This is in line with recent work on outcomes of informal 
mentoring utilizing quasi-experimental design, which in general have less robust findings 
than previous studies that utilize regression-based analyses (Sykes, Gioviano, & Piquero, 
2014; McDonald & Lambert, 2014; Hagler & Rhodes, 2018). This highlights the need for 
more rigorous study designs when examining informal mentoring, due to the many 
confounding factors associated with both which young people get mentored and the 
outcome of interest.  
Do some mentoring relationships promote upward mobility more than 





which stems from the fact that there are different types of mentoring relationships. Akin 
to bourgeoning research that focuses on relationship profiles in lieu of individual 
characteristics (Liao & Sanchez, 2016), this dissertation used cluster analysis to find two 
different types of mentoring relationships: the core relationship and the capital 
relationship. The core relationship is likely with someone from inside the young person's 
family, whom they feel very close to and communicate with often. Young people feel 
emotionally supported by their core mentors, and turned to them for practical help. This 
is in contrast to a capital relationship. The capital relationship is likely with someone 
from outside the family, and is not marked by feelings of closeness or frequent 
communication. Young people go to capital mentors for sound advice. These 
relationships connected young people to new resources and bolstered young peoples' 
feelings of connectedness to a common group.   
The potentially promising finding from this dissertation is that although low-
income youth were significantly less likely than their middle-income peers to report a 
capital mentoring relationship, they were significantly likely to be upwardly mobile when 
they did. There is a type of mentor, the capital mentor, who can make a difference on 
economic upward mobility for those who need it most. While core mentors may be 
essential for promoting other desired outcomes in low-income young people, such as 
increased self-esteem or better mental health, capital mentors are associated with upward 
mobility for a group of adolescents vulnerable to immobility.  An unexpected finding was 
that capital mentors provided both bridging and bonding capital. Previous research 





core mentors, and unlikely to promote mobility (Raposa et al., 2018). Capital mentors, 
however, were more likely to provide bonding capital. Capital mentors range from close 
members of the community (neighbors, friends' parents, etc.) to associates far outside the 
young person's inner-most group (teachers, employers, etc.). Youth described these 
mentors in ways that indicated they had boosted their relationships with common 
networks, including neighborhoods, friend groups, school, and work. Paired with the fact 
that capital mentors are also more likely to provide bridging capital, this finding 
highlights the importance of network manipulation in the pursuit of social capital. 
Although core mentors may be promoting all kinds of psychosocial benefits in young 
people, they are not adapting, bolstering, and expanding young people's social network, 
like capital mentors are. This seems to be a key piece to promoting mobility, as capital 
mentors are providing social capital and are associated with upward mobility for low-
income youth. Future research should continue to consider the role of both forms of 
social capital in the promotion of upward mobility for young people.  
Additionally, capital mentors, the ones most likely to promote upward mobility 
for low-income youth, provide informational support, or good advice. Low-income 
young people pursuing economic mobility may find themselves in situations that their 
core mentors and family members cannot help with and do not have experience with. 
These situations may include applying to college, pursuing financial aid for college, 
interviewing for a high-wage position and investing.  Capital mentors, who are more 
likely than other mentors to provide good advice, may help young people navigate these 





This is not to say that core mentors are not valuable in their own way. Core 
mentors, who provide emotional support and to whom the young person feels quite close, 
may be linked to socioemotional and mental health outcomes. Core mentors may be 
important in positive youth development but are linked to a different set of positive 
outcomes than capital mentors. Future research should continue to explore these different 
types of mentors and their potentially distinct and independent contributions to positive 
youth outcomes.  
Findings from this second research question provide more nuance to Figure 1, 
outlining potential ways mentors can promote mobility. In figure 1, mentors are depicted 
as providing social support and social capital generally. These findings suggested that 
some types of support (bridging capital, bonding capital, and informational support) may 
be more beneficial in the promotion of economic mobility than others. Future studies 
should continue these potential mechanisms by focusing on expanded social networks 
and boosted perceived social support on mobility.  
Implications for Practice 
Within this dissertation sample, akin to previous studies, low-income youth were 
significantly less likely than their middle-income peers to report having had an informal 
mentor. Additionally, only 45% of those low-income youth who did have a mentor had 
the type of mentor that could help them be economically mobile. The findings of the 
dissertation suggest that those who are interested in promoting economic mobility for 
low-income and other vulnerable youth should thus promote capital mentoring 





promote capital mentors. The first two ideas are presented through nomenclature first 
presented by Jean Rhodes (2009), who suggested that we must both "stock the pond" and 
teach these low-income young people how to "fish" (p. 115). There are also innovative 
mentoring models that could help towards the effort of promoting capital mentors for 
low-income youth. Within each presented idea below, I will also argue why social 
workers are in a prime position to help the cause. 
Stock the Pond 
Because the majority (57%) of young people met their capital mentor through 
school, focused efforts should be made to create "mentor-rich environments" (Freedman, 
1993, p. xxiv) in and around school. Social workers are in a prime position to take on this 
task, as social workers are already working in the school setting and have relationships 
with key potential mentors, including teachers and other school personnel. To "stock the 
pond," social workers should consider training teachers and school personnel to 
acknowledge their potential as a capital mentor. This could include training teachers and 
school personnel to recognize the power they have to connect young people to resources 
they do not have access to in their current social circles, and to proactively engage with 
these young people. School social workers should also advocate for institutional support 
of informal mentorship, including the creation of opportunities for one-on-one 
connections and rewarding teachers for prioritizing mentorship. 
The second largest source of capital mentors was through work (19%). Social 
workers should focus on supporting this source of mentorship by letting employers know 





should also focus on creating more opportunities for meaningful employment with 
potential capital mentors through community public-private partnerships and workforce 
investment.  
There are also youth development programs that could help create spaces where 
young people are surrounded by potential informal mentors. An example of this type of 
programming is Supportive Pathways through Adolescence through Recreation, 
Knowledge and Schools (SPARK programs) (Hahn, Edin & Abrahams, 2018). SPARKs 
are initiatives that create space for young people to explore and develop their passions 
through meaningful relationships with adults and peers (Hahn, Edin & Abrahams, 2018). 
These are the exact "mentor-rich" spaces that could stock the pond for young people, 
giving them access to and meaningful time with potential capital mentors. This 
connection between SPARK programs and youth mentoring is clear, and already taken on 
by leaders in both mentoring and the promotion of mobility such as MENTOR The 
National Mentoring Partnership (Hahn, Edin & Abrahams, 2018). 
Teach Them to Fish 
Findings from this dissertation highlighted that (1) low-income youth were less 
likely to be mentored than their middle-income peers and (2) when mentored, low-
income youth were not likely to have the kinds of mentors that can promote upward 
mobility. Because of this, young people may need to be taught how to cultivate the 
specific type of mentoring relationships, capital mentors, which can promote mobility. 
One model of how to do this is an actual course on how to identify and seek out this 





privileged enough to seek out mentors, not wanting to take any more of a teacher's time. 
These types of courses teach young people that they have every right to build a network 
of support, and should be motivated to do so by their own potential for success (Schwartz 
et al., 2017).  
Social workers are a good fit for teaching young people to "fish" because this task 
is motivated by two key social work ideals: the strength-based perspective and the 
person-in-environment perspective (Rogers, 2016). The strengths-based perspective calls 
for a focus on protective factors the young person has, including sources of helpful adults 
and the ability to identify and seek out relationships with those adults. The person-in-
environment perspective calls attention to the many systems and social networks the 
young person is in, hopefully culling a long list of potentially helpful adults. Taken 
together, teaching young people to "fish" retains young peoples' ability to choose their 
own mentor is from the many sources of adults around them (e.g., their school, 
neighborhood, work place). By addressing the issue of low-income youth not having 
capital mentors by stocking the pond and teaching young people to "fish", social workers 
can greatly contribute to low-income young people's economic success through the 
provision of capital mentors.   
Alternative Models of Mentoring 
Although the focus in this study was on informal mentoring relationships, models 
that combine elements of both informal and formal mentoring relationships may be 
valuable resources for low-income youth as well. An example of this type of program 





practitioner to identify potential mentors in their own existing social networks. After 
identifying potential mentors based on their own criteria, retaining youth voice, the 
mentor/youth pair are monitored by the mentoring agency. This type of mentoring model 
has shown to provide a wide array of supports to young people who are traditionally 
harder to support through traditional mentoring programs, including those aging out of 
the foster care system and those involved in the juvenile justice system (Spencer et al., 
2019).  
This study finds that young people vulnerable to economic immobility who have a 
capital mentor are more likely to be mobile. Capital mentors, thus, help promote a just 
society where young peoples' family background does not preclude them from being 
economically mobile. Social workers, driven to promote a just society, are thus motivated 
to promote capital mentors, and can take advantage of youth-initiated mentoring and 
other alternative models in order to do so.  
  Limitations and Directions for Future Research  
This study is not without its limitations. Overall, this study is limited by the 
question asked of AddHealth survey respondents on informal mentoring, which was 
retrospective and prone to recall bias. This question is also only asked once over the 
longitudinal study, meaning that youth who may have received mentorship at a later point 
are included in the control group. This is potentially problematic, as the propensity-score 
design is attempting to emulate a randomized control trial, where the treatment group 
holds all treated (mentored) observations and the control group holds all non-mentored 





report one mentor, eliminating the possibility of observing multiple mentors and the 
cumulative effects of such. Future research should consider informal mentors as one of 
many important players in a larger web of support for this young person (Varga & Zaff, 
2018), and examine the particular role this person plays versus other forms of support in 
promoting upward mobility. Additionally, the follow up questions on informal mentoring 
do not include some vital pieces of information, such as the mentor's race, income, and 
location relative to the young person's location. Without this, I was unable to study 
certain hypotheses on how mentors promote mobility, such as role modeling or being 
demographically alike with the young person.   
The study is also limited by the constructed "mobility" variable. Wave 4 
household income was used instead of personal income. This is in line with mobility 
research, but muddies the causal path between informal mentoring and upward mobility, 
because someone could be considered economically mobile by living with a high earner, 
and having that income count towards the household income. Additionally, I could not 
control for relative cost of living in Wave 4, because I did not know the locations of 
respondents. I also could not control for or how many people are in the house, depleting 
the household income. Importantly, it is likely that low-income participants were harder 
to find in Wave 4, as they may have inconsistent phone numbers and addresses, and may 
be less available or willing to take the survey when found. This could lead to an 
overestimation of mobility. Lastly, Wave 4 respondents, aged 25 to 33, could still be 
living with their parents. This would over-represent their Wave 4 household income and 





consider the role of informal mentoring on mobility using the forthcoming wave 5 
dataset, to be released in 2019. 
Another limitation of the overall dissertation work is the limited attention paid to 
the role of race. Although we know that the racial ethnic makeup of a young person is 
strongly associated with their chances to be upwardly mobile (Chetty et al., 2018), this 
work focused on the role of their income instead, only considering race as a matching 
variable in all propensity score matching. This is because the income-based achievement 
gap is growing more rapidly than the race-based achievement gap, suggesting that 
income may have a stronger association with economic upward mobility (Reardon, 
2011). Future work should consider the dual roles of race and income, and how informal 
mentors might be able to address both in the promotion of economic upward mobility.  
This first question had a sub-question (1c) asking about the role of place on a 
mentor's ability to promote economic upward mobility. A major limitation of this sub-
question is that we do not know if the mentor shared the same neighborhood context as 
the young person. A capital mentor is likely from outside the family and likely met the 
young person at school or their place of employment. This suggests that they may have 
met the young person outside of their neighborhood. The assumption then is that mentors 
from outside the immediate neighborhood may be more likely to promote upward 
mobility for those who live in high-poverty places. However, without that critical piece 
of information (the place of residence of the mentor, in relation to the young person's 
neighborhood), I was unable to test this assumption. Future research should also continue 





of informal mentoring on middle-income adolescents living in higher-income versus 
lower-income communities.  
The first question of this dissertation used propensity score matching to ask if 
informal mentors were able to promote upward mobility. A limitation of propensity score 
matching is its sensitivity: the outcome of a propensity score study is highly sensitive to 
the variables on which the matches were made. By including or excluding relevant 
variables in producing the individual propensity scores, we may be misinterpreting the 
results. However, this study will be the fourth to utilize a propensity score matching 
approach when examining outcomes of informal mentoring, and included known 
predictors (i.e., measures of disadvantage) (Sykes, Gioviano, & Piquero, 2014; 
McDonald & Lambert, 2014; Hagler & Rhodes, 2018). This novelty and integration of 
known literature outweighs the limitations of this method. 
The second question was more exploratory in nature and a quasi-experimental 
approach was not used because of the paucity of information available on which qualities 
of a young person are associated with them reporting a core mentor versus a capital 
mentor (Murnane, & Willett, 2011). However, the exploratory nature of cluster analysis 
still gleaned new insights on this topic, and began to demonstrate the differences between 
these mentoring relationships. Future research should expand on which types of young 
people report which types of relationships, so advanced methodologies can be employed 
in the future to better determine their association with upward mobility.  
Question two asked how mentors differ from one another, and if the type of 





Research Question 2 is first limited by the quality of the responses to the open-ended 
question asking "how [your mentor] helped." There was an inconsistent quality of 
responses, with no opportunity for follow up questions. The question itself was so brief 
that it provided limited information on the variety of ways a mentor can help a young 
person. This data was still included, however, as it is a unique opportunity to hear the 
young person's perspective in this dataset, and gleaned new information on the role of 
social capital and social support. Future research should delve deeper into young peoples' 
understanding of how their mentors help them, to better examine the role of social capital 
and social support in these relationships.  
Conclusion 
Economic immobility for our country's poorest youth is a major social justice 
issue, and can be redressed through informal youth mentoring. This dissertation work 
shows that although reporting any mentor does not promote upward mobility for low-
income youth, reporting a capital mentor does. A capital mentor is someone from outside 
the young person's family, who they do not feel close with or speak to often, but who 
provides advice, bridging capital, and bonding capital. It is now the job of social workers 
to promote these sorts of relationships for low-income young people, so we can best 




















Appendix Table 1: Definitions & Criteria for Bridging and Bonding Capital 
 Bonding capital Bridging capital 
Textbook 
definitions 
 Strengthening a youth's connection to 
a group of people they already knew 
(Putnam, 2000) 
 Refers to common membership of a 
close-knit groups such as family and 
friends (Jang & Dworkin, 2014) 
 Brings closer together people who 
already knew each other (Vidal & 
Gittell, 1998) 
 Helping you "get by" (Briggs, 1998) 
 
 Connecting the youth to new 
social networks they did not 
have access to before 
(Putnam, 2000) 
 Brings closer together people 
who did not already know 
each other (Vidal & Gittell, 
1998) 






Mentor must have influenced pre-
existing relationships with a group of 
people or specific person. 
Mentor must have connected 
youth to new people/group of 
people/resource. This may be a 
new people/group of 
people/resource they would 
have not have had access to 
otherwise. 
Criterion 1 Must influence relationships with pre-
existing network – either bolster or 
diminish. 
Must reference a names 
resource, not ambiguous 
encouragement. 
Criterion 2 Must reference a group of people OR 
support with specific person: 
 Cannot be reference to "personal 
life" generally – but have specific 
person and group. 
 Referenced person cannot be dead, 
because then the relationship with 
that person cannot be changed based 
on mentor's influence. 
Must reference a new network 
or resource of some kind.  
 Introduction to resource must 
be able to infer corresponding 
network. 
Criterion 3 Must reference a social network, but 
does not need to be common social 
network. 
 
Must reference an action of 
introducing them to a resource. 
Cannot be assumed to have 
done so based on their position.  
Additional notes: 
 Quotes are not included due to the confidential nature of the data, per Adolescent 
Health's request.  
 There are a few cases where bridging and bonding may both be present. For these, 





Appendix Table 2: Testing Multicollinearity for Question 1 Matching Variables 




Age 1.24  
Sex 1.19  
Race & Ethnicity 
 
 
         White non-Hispanic Reference  
         Black non-Hispanic 1.56  
         Other non-Hispanic 1.03  
         Hispanic 1.46  
Born Outside US 1.23  
Parental Resources   
Parent with bachelor's degree 1.38  
Parent married 2.08  
Parent employed 1.23  
Parent using public assistance  1.30  
Parent expectations of child's education  1.11  
Parent community involvement  1.31  
Parent/neighbor communication about neighbor's child 1.16  
Parent/neighbor communication about own child 1.27  
Parent meeting child's best friend 1.43  
Parent meeting child's best friend's parent 1.33  
Parent meeting number of child's friends 1.38  
Child feeling parent cares about them 1.15  
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with father 1.17  
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with mother 1.46  
Parent born in neighborhood where child is living  1.07  
Peer Resources 
Number of friends 1.12  
Seeing friends often 1.15  
Child feels friends care about them 2.54  
School Resources 3 
Child feels part of school  3.36  
Child feels close to people at school  1.44  
Child feels happy at school 1.37  
Child gets along with teachers 1.15  





Neighborhood Resources  
Neighborhood safety 1.27  
Knowing others in neighborhood 1.19  
Talking to others in neighborhood 1.23  
Looking out for others in neighborhood 1.13  
Proportion of community who has lived in same county in 1985 1.89  
Proportion of community 25+ with college degree 1.77  
Proportion of community who is employed 2.22  
Proportion of community whose household income is below 15k 1.30  
Proportion of respondents who live in urban areas 1.10  
Child employment status 1.11  
Child attendance of weekly religious services 1.18  
Child feels adults care about them 1.06  
Personal Resources  
Personal educational expectations 1.23  
Belief in working hard 1.42  
Interviewer-rated physical attractiveness 1.54  
Interviewer-rated attractiveness of personality 2.01  
GPA 2.34  









Appendix Table 3: Testing Multicollinearity for Question 2 Clustering Variables 
Clustering Variables Variance Inflation Factor 
Mentor Role 1.27 
How youth met mentor 3.62 
Years mentor has been important 4.27 
Age when introduced 3.54 
How often they see their mentor  1.85 
How often they communicate with their mentor 2.06 
How close they feel to their mentor 2.62 







Appendix Table 4: Covariate balance on matched model, below-median-income sample 
balanced (N=1,913)    






   




Race & Ethnicity   
  
    
  Black non-Hispanic 0.03935 1.08987  
Other non-Hispanic -0.0369 0.57286 
  Hispanic   0.00482 1.01017 
Born Outside US 
 
0 1 
      
  
Parental Resources  
   




Parent employed   -0.0853 1.70389 
Parent using public assistance  
 
0.06464 1.30734 
Parent disappointed if child doesn't go to college   0.03104 0.93785 
Number of ways parent is involved in community  
 
0.05181 1.13449 
Parent/neighbor communication about neighbor's child   0.01764 0.96965 
Parent/neighbor communication about own child 
 
-0.0165 1.01578 
Parent meeting child's best friend   -0.0179 1.09379 
Parent meeting child's best friend's parent 
 
0.05552 0.89778 
Parent meeting number of child's friends   -0.0483 1.13252 
Child feeling parent cares about them 
 
-0.0167 1.11254 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with father   -0.094 1.06  
Absent father 0.0693 1.0942 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with mother   -0.0024 1.00474  
Absent mother 0.03346 1.19867 
Parent born in neighborhood where child is living    0 1      
Peer Resources   
  
Number of friends 
 
0.03835 0.92908 
See friends 3 or more times a week   -0.0712 1.0671 
Child feels friends care about them 
 
0.04094 0.90835 






School Resources  
   
Child feels part of school    -0.0237 1.03103 
Child feels close to people at school  
 
-0.0054 1.00478 
Child feels happy at school   0.07252 0.94834 
Child gets along with teachers 
 
-0.0543 1.11589 
Child thinks teachers treat students fairly    -0.054 1.01992      
Neighborhood Resources    
  
Neighborhood considered safe 
 
-0.0657 1.29514 
Knowing others in neighborhood   -0.0503 1.05274 
Talking to others in neighborhood 
 
-0.0087 1.01495 
Looking out for others in neighborhood   -0.0528 1.06781 
Proportion of community who has lived in same 
county in 1985 
 
-0.0563 1.05003 
Proportion of community 25+ with college degree   -0.0063 1.01345 
Proportion of community who is unemployed 
 
0.03304 1.03406 
Proportion of community whose household income is 
below 15k 
  0.0251 0.97906 
Proportion of respondents who live in urban areas 
 
-0.0432 1.00259 
Child employed at wave 1   -0.0033 1.00084 
Child attendance of weekly religious services 
 
-0.0169 0.99398 
Child feels adults care about them   0.03364 0.91246      
Personal Resources   
  
Child thinks they will likely go to college 
 
0.02437 0.95784 
Child thinks anything can be accomplished through 
hard work 





















Appendix Table 5: Covariate balance on matched model, above-median-income sample balanced 






   









  Black non-Hispanic 0.040736 1.038266  
Other non-Hispanic 0.061538 1.988673 
  Hispanic   -0.0273 0.946819 
Born Outside US 
 
0.043062 1.239609 
      
  
Parental Resources  
   




Parent employed   0.048859 0.865017 
Parent using public assistance  
 
0.058255 1.11976 
Parent disappointed if child doesn't go to college   0.007176 0.984322 
Number of ways parent is involved in community  
 
0.043443 1.070677 
Parent/neighbor communication about neighbor's 
child 
  -0.04742 1.108278 
Parent/neighbor communication about own child 
 
-0.04159 1.052747 
Parent meeting child's best friend   -0.03904 1.166453 
Parent meeting child's best friend's parent 
 
-0.06383 1.126776 
Parent meeting number of child's friends   -0.03288 1.015312 
Child feeling parent cares about them 
 
0 1 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with father   -0.03559 1.007576  
Absent father 0.065448 1.051257 
Child feeling satisfied with relationship with mother   0.048058 0.907213  
Absent mother -0.01066 0.934872 
Parent born in neighborhood where child is living    -0.00356 0.996642      
Peer Resources   
  
Number of friends 
 
-0.05556 1.000703 
See friends 3 or more times a week   -0.0474 1.031573 
Child feels friends care about them 
 
0.009038 0.982317 
      
  





School Resources  
   
Child feels part of school    0.013383 0.982938 
Child feels close to people at school  
 
-0.00174 1.001445 
Child feels happy at school   0.067063 0.950696 
Child gets along with teachers 
 
-0.05072 1.099882 
Child thinks teachers treat students fairly    -0.07412 1.032782      
Neighborhood Resources    
  
Neighborhood considered safe 
 
0.030543 0.936982 
Knowing others in neighborhood   -0.00981 1.013812 
Talking to others in neighborhood 
 
-0.01695 1.0295 
Looking out for others in neighborhood   0.005591 0.993472 
Proportion of community who has lived in same 
county in 1985 
 
0.056091 0.92352 
Proportion of community 25+ with college degree   0.004657 1.119121 
Proportion of community who is unemployed 
 
0.090457 1.193185 
Proportion of community whose household income 
is below 15k 
  0.01306 1.085299 
Proportion of respondents who live in urban areas 
 
0.011433 1.004045 
Child employed at wave 1   -0.04507 1.002689 
Child attendance of weekly religious services 
 
0.026032 1.007958 
Child feels adults care about them   0.064975 0.856541      
Personal Resources   
  
Child thinks they will likely go to college 
 
0.065077 0.919481 
Child thinks anything can be accomplished through 
hard work 
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